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Author’s Note
Part of the second chapter was published in a book titled Culture
Studies: An Introduction for Indian Readers (ed. Nilanjana Gupta,
Worldview Press: New Delhi, 2004), part of the third chapter appeared
in the journal Visual Anthropology [17(1), January 2004] with the title
‘Dance, Pleasure, and Indian Women as Multisensorial Subjects’ and
in the proceedings from a symposium titled ‘Dance in South Asia: New
Approaches Politics and Aesthetics’. I have retained the names of the
dancers and choreographers I interviewed and interacted with, as this
is what they wished.

LOCATING DANCE

The acrid smell of dust, smoke and humidity cling to my body as I
trudge through the familiar streets of Chakraberia Lane. My eyes feast
on the colourful patterns of fabric hanging in the hawkers’ shops that
line the narrow alleys. I leave behind the chatter of housewives bargain
hunting in the shops, the choking smoke and muffled roar of traffic to

enter the Nupur Dance Academy. I encounter several pairs of eyes
fixed on the diminutive figure sitting cross-legged on the scarlet divan,
who—with sacred beads around her neck and unruly hair cascading
around her face—evokes the image of a yogini. She extends her right
arm and moves her wrist very gently while reciting the mnemonic
rhythm ta thei thei that. Her heavily kohled eyes graze her arm, paus

ing momentarily on her wrist before looking up. Her students, mostly
young women dressed in salwar kameez, face her in a semicircle. After
a moment’s observation, they extend their right arms in front like
their guru and break into rapid feet-stamping. Keeping their upper
torso erect, they tap their feet to the metrical cycle of 16 beats—dha
dhin dhin dha dha dhin dhin dha na teen teen ta tete dhin dhin dha. Their

eyes shift direction, drawing patterns in the air following the beats of
the tabla. The sound of the tabla accompanied by the melodic cycle of
the harmonium and the tinkling of ghungrus drowns the cacophony
of traffic and street noises outside. As the crescendo of the music rises.
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the bodies turn in repeated circles, coming to a sudden stillness that

marks the beginning of the melodic cycle that is sam. I am in Bandana
Sen’s classroom located in Bhowanipur, one of the busiest sections of
Calcutta, where she has been teaching Kathak for the last 40 years.

This book is a deep exploration of what I saw in that classroom:
the historical events and processes that have shaped who is in the
room and for what purpose, and what is being taught and by whom.
In short, it is an examination of how political economy and history
shape specific cultural practices and how individuals (mostly women in
this case) find agency while operating within these larger forces.
Kathak, which is now practised all over India and in other parts of the

world where the Indian diaspora live, is a premier classical dance form
from Northern and Eastern India. I am a Kathak dancer and an
anthropologist and, therefore, it is useful to begin by identifying my
personal limitations and advantages in the writing of this book. Clifford
Geertz (1973) has noted that anthropological writings are second and
third-order interpretations of social material—this he calls ‘thick

description’. He argues that ‘natives’ create the first-order, ‘thin’
descriptions. So, on the one hand, as a ‘native’ practitioner of Kathak

I embody, internalize and normalize cultural meaning systems without
looking for hidden significance. Accordingly, I ‘thinly’ interpret my
social reality. On the other hand, as an anthropologist situated in the
West, I create the objective distance necessary to make critical obser
vations. This simultaneous ownership and distance from the culture
allows me to uncover layers of meaning not from the outside-in, as
Geertz described, but from the inside-out. So, the insider-outsider
dichotomy takes on new meanings (just as the notion of anthropologi
cal fieldwork is more like homework for me). I negotiate my embodied
knowledge of a complete insider, trained in the disciplinary knowledge
of the outside, to write this book. Although this ethnographic quest
begins from questions of identity that in turn arise from the context of
asymmetrical power relations of gender and class in Kathak, I move to
the meaning of embodiment of Kathak as a performer. Thus, this

work brings these different approaches to convergence: it offers an
objective analysis of culture, power and identity, in combination with
subjective experience and emotion.

LOCATING DANCE

I arrived at the Nupur Dance Academy no longer as a student of
Bandana Sen, my guru, but as an anthropologist studying Kathak’s
changing narrative as a result of global capitalism, new media and
local politics; more specifically, to study how Kathak shapes and is
shaped by its women practitioners. Therefore, the narrative I weave
here incorporates the postcolonial concerns of representation,
transnational flows, embodied ethnography and the politics of loca
tion. Hence, I begin with a note of personal anthropology to map my
own ‘shifting location’ within the intersecting and colliding cultural
spaces of the various identities I harbour.

This narrative has grown out of my two professional identities: one,
an anthropologist interested in the relationship between embodied cul
tural practices, representation, identity, history and political economy,
and the other, a Kathak dancer, practitioner, choreographer and teacher

interested in aesthetic shifts and pedagogy. My engagement with issues
of identity, culture and power thus arise from my own location as an
Indian and Bengali woman and as a Kathak dancer negotiating the
asymmetrical structure of gender and power in Indian classical culture. I

completed my grade school and undergraduate studies in Calcutta and,
like many other middle-class girls, attended local dance schools while
navigating the hurdles of incessant board exams. During this time, I spe
cialized in Kathak dance under Bandana Sen at the Nupur Dance
Academy, except for a brief training period under Pandit Vijay Shankar
at Padatik Dance Centre. It was during this long and intimate association
with the world of classical dance and music in India that I began to see
some of its paradoxes. Despite their numerical predominance in the
classical arts of North India, except for a handful of stars, women exist

mostly on the margins, as local teachers. Moreover, the predominant
narrative and aesthetic of Kathak dance is far removed from the real-life
experiences of the dancers I interacted with in my daily life. My
displacement to the US more than a decade ago and my subsequent
immersion in academics provided the critical distance to examine such
disparities that are normalized by the disciplinary power and cultural
ideology of the state. My training in anthropology provided the tools to
ask and explore questions on issues and subjects that I have negotiated
most of my adult life.
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Accordingly, the impetus for this work came from two distinct
immersions: one, in the practice of Kathak, and the other, in the the
ory and practice of anthropology. The intellectual influences can he
organized in three ways:

—^The ongoing dialogue between the disciplines of anthro
pology and history.
—^The subject of identity in relation to human action/agency,

selfhood and nationhood.
—The role of the anthropologist as a producer of knowledge.

In the following section, I examine each of these strands in some
detail.
THE THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS

Anthropology and History

The key concept of anthropology—the constitution of culture—came
under serious scrutiny and rethinking in the 1960s and 1970s. The
classical anthropological view of culture as an integrated symbolic sys
tem of shared norms and values was juxtaposed against an opposi
tional view. The radical intellectualism of the times inspired by

Marxist theory changed the view of culture as a shared system to cul
ture in terms of unequal relations of power and contestation. Social
historians such as Eric Hobsbawm, E. P. Thomson and others inspired
anthropologists to focus on the marginal and the weak. The Marxist
concern with producing knowledge about histories from below and

bringing that knowledge into global and scholarly circulation paral
leled the earlier anthropological endeavours of writing ethnographic
texts about indigenous/non-Western peoples. Anthropologists tradi
tionally ‘study down’ for producing knowledge about people in the
less developed world. From producing knowledge about small-scale
societies, anthropologists now looked to more complex cultural for

mations and their ‘great traditions’ (Singer 1972).
The movement towards historicizing culture left many lasting
impacts on the discipline. Anthropologists were no longer bounded in
the ethnographic present that created the aura of‘timelessness’; they
became interested in historical depth and the global forces affecting

LOCATING DANCE

culture change. Thus, culture was no longer a stable system of symbolic
coherence but fraught with contestations of power, dominance and
authority. As social historians moved away from their exclusive focus

on state politics and, in many cases, adopted anthropological methods,
anthropologists examined social institutions of power and their

impacts on day-to-day living.
The tradition of writing histories from below inspired a postcolo
nial historiography that challenged the Eurocentric biases in writing
history. Moreover, the field of postcolonial studies, influenced by
Edward Said and others, questioned different forms of colonial dom
ination. The subaltern historiography coming out of India became an
important component of the postcolonial engagement with power. A
rethinking in Marxist social theory put forward by Antonio Gramsci

and Michel Foucault influenced this new thinking about power, history,
identity and writing. The nuanced understanding of power pressed
the subaltern historiographers to question the historical archive and
its producers.
Without being aware of the finer disciplinary and territorial

demarcations, I came to read the Marxist historians and the subalternists within the same discursive framework (for an elaboration, see
Chakrabarty 2002). Moreover, the cross-currents of social theory that
came to influence the two kinds of historiography also influenced
anthropology and its concern with the power dynamics implicit in the
production of the ethnographic text, which was seen as the archive of
the anthropologist (more on this later). Then subaltern studies stimu
lated a critical discourse on nationalist historiography in India and
Marxist-inspired social history in general. Dipesh Chakrabarty writes:
‘Subaltern studies was part of an attempt to align historical reasoning
with larger movements for democracy in India. It looked for an
antielitist approach to history writing, and, in this, it had much in
common with the “history-from-below” approach pioneered in

English historiography’ (2002: 7).
Subaltern scholarship launched a critique of nationalist history and
questions on women that were initially kept out of this important ven
ture were later included. Partha Chatterjee’s (1986, 1989) seminal works
on nationalist thought and the question on women in nationalism

5
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provided me the direction to begin thinking anew on the history of
classical Indian dance. Moreover, key books such as Recasting Women
(Sangari and Vaid 1990) and Women Writing in India (Tharu and Lalita
1991) that put gender relations at the centre of the historical prob
lematic, prodded me further to ground my work within a postcolonial
critical consciousness. The questioning of state institutions at the centre
in Delhi that promoted a patriarchal and selective history of classical
Indian dance emerged from my engagement with an anti-elitist
approach to culture and history. The important historiographical works
by Amrit Srinivasan (1985) and Avanthi Meduri (1996, 2001) and oth

ers on Bharatanatyam further consolidated this critical approach.
Identity, Self, Nation

In anthropology, the move towards complex cultural formations from
small-scale societies gradually dislodged the notion of culture as an
integrated whole. The focus on power relations reconceptualized cul

ture with a capital ‘C’ to understand various cultures and subcultures.
It brought various aspects of culture under the rubric of critical theory
including postmodern, mass-mediated, popular culture, and the cul
ture studies group of the Birmingham School contributed to the field’s
development in this direction. The question of popular culture and
the shaping of cultural identity ultimately provoked me into writing an
alternative discourse of classical Indian dance, in this case Kathak. I
situated my research in the context of a global modernity and as the

practice of the non-elite, middle and lower middle-class women (I dis
cuss the theoretical grounding in Chapter 3). The conjunction of cul
ture, power and history in contemporary social theory, whether in
anthropology, history or subaltern studies, ultimately converged to
analyse the nature of power. Broadly speaking, the analysis of power
by Marxist historians is located within the theories of uneven devel

opment, by subaltern scholars within a radical theory of domination
and subordination that challenges the Eurocentric global history of
capitalism and by anthropologists within everyday interactions of ordi
nary people. In Chakrabarty’s words:

In the calculus of modernity, power is not a dependent vari
able and capital an independent one. Capital and power can

LOCATING DANCE

be treated as analytically separate categories. Traditional
European Marxist political thought that fuses the two is there
fore always relevant but inadequate for theorizing power in

colonial-modern history. The history of colonial modernity in
India created a domain of the political that was heteroglossic
in its idioms and irreducibly plural in structure, interlocking

within itself strands of different types of relationships that did
not make a logical whole (2002: 13).
He further argues that social relationships in India that looked feu
dal within the stage-ist view of history were ‘contemporaneous with all
that looked modem to the same point of view’ (ibid.: 14). This is. impor
tant for understanding the social organization of Kathak and the vari
ous traditional concepts embedded in its practice even today. Simple
examples include: the teacher-student relationship or guru-shishya
parampara (timeless tradition), ritual practice or riyaz (training and
practice) and the aesthetics of rasa (aesthetic emotion). They are all
implicated in power relations (as I detail later) that seem anachronistic
when viewed through the lens of modernity but are modem neverthe
less. The modernization of classical traditions and their institutionaliza
tion in academies are plagued with these complex articulations of power
and are therefore simultaneously undemocratic and modem.
This nuanced understanding of power in the postcolonial world is
further complicated when positioned within the polemics of everyday
operations of power inspired by Foucault. Anthropologists concerned
with the workings of power in forming cultural identity and everyday
relations have been tremendously influenced by the writings of Foucault

who has shown that all human actions are in reality embedded in con
stant negotiations on questions of ‘power, authority, and the control of
the definitions of reality’ (for a discussion, see Dirks et al. 1994: 4).
Thus, power is not an overt, ‘repressive apparatus’ but is everywhere,
exercised by the weak and the strong. This view of power yielded
important works in anthropology like Weapons of the Weak by James
Scott (1995), among many others. This turn to theorizing resistance
in anthropology has resulted in constmcting the social subject who is
shaped by power but is also capable of resisting it. In fact, constituting
the resisting subject has become a major postmodern/postcolonial

7
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political concern. I have grappled with these theoretical issues to

locate the subjectivity of the Kathak dancers I have studied. I did not
want the notion of resistance to become simple political rhetoric as
found in many postcolonial texts; rather, I wanted it to enunciate par
ticular human conditions and cultural contexts. The particularities of
this theoretical lens on the constitution of women’s subjectivity and
selfhood in South Asia have been detailed in Chapter 4 and are briefly
discussed in the chapter outlines included here. At this point, it is
enough to say that I have been influenced by both subaltern histori

ography and anthropology to locate the subject as the agent of her
own history.
Interestingly, the preoccupation with power has pushed both the
historian and the anthropologist to examine not only the constitution
of the social subject in history but also the history of power that pro
duced the historical archives and the ethnographic text. For subaltern
studies, this has meant a conscious effort at reading the archives. For
example: ‘Guha, therefore, emphasizes the need for the historian to
develop a conscious strategy for reading the archives. The aim of this
strategy is not simply to discern and sift the biases of the elites but to
analyze the very textual properties of these documents in order to get
at the history of power that produced them’ (Chakrabarty 2002: 16).

This moved the discipline closer to the influences of literary theory,
just as in anthropology concerns with the nature of anthropological
knowledge and the construction of the ethnographic text made it turn
towards experimental writing. In anthropology, the crucial role of the
producer of knowledge made self-reflexivity a vitally important com
ponent of the ethnographic text. Although, as Margaret Mead (1977:

5) has pointed out, an awareness of the self was part of anthropologi
cal practice for a long time—‘we have learned that every part of the
field experience becomes part of our evolving consciousness’—it lacked
the acknowledgement of power relationships inherent in making the
experience possible. A more self-conscious anthropology became criti
cal of the self'other binaries that tended to objectify the native inform
ant. Moreover, notions of objectivity tended to muffle the voice of the
native within the text rather than bring her alive as a subject, a collab
orator, a co-creator in the ethnographic enterprise.

LOCATING DANCE

Role of the Anthropologist-. Dancing with the Natives

The shift from the focus on national origins and identity to issues of
subjectivity, consciousness and agency in current anthropology is
grounded in the episteme of ‘politics of location’ and has highlighted
two important and int,erconnected points. First, the need to go beyond
the Eurocentric model of subject and object sustained by the grand
narratives of the past; this, in turn, has underlined the dynamic and
shifting axes of social, economic and political relations intersected by
class, race, ethnicity, religion and sexual orientation. Second, it has

called into question the interpretive authority of the producers of
anthropological knowledge. The questions about ethnographic con
struction, authority and representation form a watershed in anthro
pological research in a series of important books (Clifford and Marcus
1986; Marcus and Fisher 1986). The postmodern textual critique in

anthropology is noted by a more dialogic, innovative, self-reflexive
and experimental writing that focuses on the workings of power and
the partisan nature of cultural texts. However, the questions of politics

and poetics of knowledge production tended to emphasize the poetics
by borrowing literary devices from elite disciplines like literary theory.
Although with a more critical stance about one’s own position of
authority. Writing Culture—the book by James Clifford and George E.

Marcus (1986)—glossed over two significant groups who also produce
anthropological knowledge: the feminists and the halfies/native
anthropologists (Abu-Lughod 1991). Both are ‘others’ in a field pre
dominantly occupied by males of Euro-American origins and both
destabilize easy demarcations of the self/other categories (for a cri
tique of Writing Culture, see Behar and Gordon 1996). The crisis in
academic feminist theory (related to the crisis in the women’s move
ment) resonates with the crisis in postmodern anthropology. The fem
inist movement, devoted to helping women become subjects and
agents, did not speak to or for all women. The feminists, coming
mainly from Western middle-class backgrounds, did not speak for

women of colour or their experiences. Nor did they speak for lesbians
or other minority groups. Moreover, cross-cultural research on women
revealed that the terms masculine and feminine did not have the same
meaning in other cultures. The voice of the Third World feminists

9
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echoed the concerns of the postcolonial theorists: ‘How do questions

of gender, race, and nation intersect in determining feminism in the
third world? Who produces knowledge about colonized peoples and
from what space/location? What are the politics of the production of
this particular knowledge?’ (Mohanty 1991: 3). And, ‘One of the dis
tinct effects of the recent emergence of postcolonial criticism has been
to force radical rethinking and reformulation of forms of knowledge

and social identities authored and authorized by colonialism and west
ern domination’ (Cyan Prakash, quoted in Dirlik 1994: 91).
The conjunction of poststructuralism in anthropological theory
(Marcus and Fisher 1986) with that of feminist and postcolonial theory

again underlined the crucial role of the producer of knowledge. I use
the term ‘insider’s insider’ to claim my voice within contemporary
anthropology as I am acutely aware of the multiple axes of my posi
tion. Thus, for me, crafting this ethnography has been a process of
multidimensional cross-cutting of time and space where ‘fieldwork’ is
the flip side of the habitus ‘home’. However, the notion of‘home’ is no
longer bounded like the past anthropological locus of the village; the
notions of fixed identities, boundaries, outside-inside are necessarily
blurred in a rapidly contracting world. The discipline of anthropology
has emerged from the ‘crisis of representation’ which plagued the field
throughout the 1980s as a critical force for understanding the new cul
tural flows and politics of global capitalism. It has repositioned itself
from studying ‘bounded fields’ inhabited by ‘others’ to studying ‘shift
ing locations’ (Gupta and Ferguson 1997). The new global world sys
tem has replaced the past anthropological field site of the village by
‘travel’ (Clifford 1992). As Clifford notes: ‘The field in sociocultural
anthropology has been constituted by a “historically specific range of
distances, boundaries and modes of travel’” (1990: 64). ‘These are
changing as the geography of distances and differences alters in post-

colonial/neo-colonial situations, as power relations of research are re
configured, as new technologies of transport and communication are
deployed, and as “natives” are recognized for their specific worldly expe
riences and histories of dwelling and travelling’ (Clifford 1997: 190).

The so-called boundaries between anthropologist and native,
insider and outsider, subject and object are dissolved in the current
context of mobile and contextual identities. The field is now a ‘dizzy-

LOCATING DANCE

ing array of cross-cutting transnational spaces that take place in zones
of multiple contestations’ (Stoller 1995: 93). Ethnography has become
‘situated knowledge’ produced by anthropologists inhabiting different
social and political locations. No longer the Western anthropologists’
singular authoritative terrain, it is now a multiple site of cultural nego
tiation and contestation. The array of complex sites of identification
associated with contemporary anthropologists such as ‘indigenous’,
‘postcolonial’, ‘diasporic’, ‘border’* ‘minority’ and ‘activist’ (Clifford
1997) reflects the new configurations of history, culture, identity and

power. Kirin Narayan (1993) argues that the binary opposition
between native and non-native is a legacy of hierarchical colonial
structures. Kamala Visweswaran (1994) similarly points to the redun
dant opposition in anthropology between home and field. She further
explains that fieldwork for many anthropologists is now homework
where ‘home’ is the locus of shifting loyalties, new negotiations and a
complex and critical struggle that is at once empowering and delimit

ing to the anthropological endeavour.
It is interesting to note in this context Edmund Leach’s remark
made more than two decades ago: ‘When anthropologists study facets

of their own society their vision seems to become distorted by preju
dices which derive from private rather than public experiences’ (1982:
284). The discipline has come a long way; the crisis of representation
in ethnographic writing has dismantled the understanding of ethnog
raphy as a document of objective knowledge produced by an impar
tial observer, obviously a non-native, usually a male of Euro-American
origin. Recent debates about voice, representation and reflexivity have
thrown into relief the various facets of field encounters and ethno
graphic writing. It is now accepted that regardless of the identity of
the ethnographer, the ethnographic text is subjective and partial. As
Clifford argues: ‘Ethnographic truths are thus inherently partial—
committed and incomplete. This point is now widely asserted—resis
ted at strategic points by those who fear the collapse of clear standards
of verification’ (1986: 7). In fact, a heightened sense of location now
informs all ethnographic projects. It is critical to foreground how the sub
ject (the anthropologist) is historically, socially and biographically linked

to her/his object of investigation. The ‘local’ in anthropological knowl
edge is now redefined by the ‘politics of location’ which asks who is

11
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producing knowledge, for whom and for what purposes. I situate this
study of Kathak dance and women’s subjectivity within this discursive
field in current anthropological thought.

As noted earlier, my identity as an ethnographer of Kathak dan
cers and as a dance practitioner creates an interesting ambiguity for
, the anthropological premise of self/other and subject/object distinctions. My creative work as a choreographer and performer informs my

j
j

critical writing, just as anthropological theory shapes my ideas about
choreography. This enables me to engage in fieldwork and with the
subjects of my research in a way that collapses the participant-observer
dichotomy. The interplay of the two for me is the intersection of linguistic and multisensorial consciousness. Moreover, the bodily practices

of Kathak create a specific kind of communication with my subjects that
make our relationship intimate and trustworthy in a way different from
the usual informant-researcher context. This special relationship also
enables the suljects to influence my writing in significant ways. Thus, for
me, there is no easy slide into self-indulgent reflexivity for representing
them. This volume in this respect is truly collaborative and my audience
is as much my colleagues in the anthropology and dance departments as
the dancers I have worked with.

i
\

5
]
;
j

Hence, I also draw on my own experiences as a native Indian and
Bengali woman and a dancer to represent a heterogeneous group of
women dancers in India with whom I collaborated to produce knowl
edge not merely for the Western academy but also for ‘ourselves’

(Mohanty 1991). I participate here in the disciplinary knowledge
practices of anthropology not only as a native producer of knowledge
but also as a subject. My identity is thus tangentially connected to the
multiple structures of domination within which the subjects of this
research are located. In short, my self-location is integral to this
ethnography and I am responsible for its ethical implications. This
ethnography is (among other things) a self-conscious intervention to
locate, identify and legitimize little-known women dancers in Calcutta
who are diversely situated within the interlocking structures of class,
region, religion and patriarchy. I attempt to restore them as subjects
of their own history. However, I do not claim to speak for them, as they
are more than capable of speaking for themselves (they are not the

j
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conventional subaltern subjects of recent South Asian scholarship). I
only retell here what I know through my long association with them as
a fellow-dancer and in collaboration with them as their ethnographer.
Also, claiming the position of an ‘insider’s insider’ does not mean
that I am advocating my authority here in the guise of a ‘privileged
nativism’ (Ong 1995). I am not interested in any essentialized repre

sentation of difference. Stimulated by the anthropology of ‘travelling
in-dwelling’ and ‘dwelling-in-travelling’, with no easy containment of
identity, I see the act of dance or movement as an apt metaphor for
asserting difference both for my subjects and for myself. For instance, I
live my life both in the US and in India, more specifically in Philadelphia
and Calcutta. Besides, I have satellite television in my home in
Philadelphia where I view Indian programmes regularly, e-mail my
friends in India and read Indian newspapers on the Internet. Similarly,
in Calcutta, I watch American news, watch reruns of American sitcoms
and stay connected with my friends and colleagues in the US. Hence,

even though I am not physically moving between national borders all
the time, movement is a vital aspect of my life. I bring this heightened
sense of multiple positioning, multilingual and multisensorial sensi
bilities to my work: ‘The dichotomization of “native” and “outsider” is
bound to be problematic insofar as the identities of all people—
anthropologists included—are shifting, multiplex, and situated in spe
cific historical and sociological contexts’ (Narayan 1993: 672).
Thus, as I claim my own identity as a self-reflexive and mobile
individual, I represent the subjects of this ethnography in the same
vein—as cultural producers in their own right, who occupy different
subject positions at different moments. Their voices create not one but
many discursive fields that disrupt essentialized notions about their
identities. For me, the immersion in fieldwork, creating life histories
and keeping the process reflexive and dialogic has been about
acknowledging such multiple ‘cultural particularities’ (Abu-Lughod
1991). In this regard, Aihwa Ong reminds us: ‘There is a tendency to
consider the subject’s power as totally defined by the ethnographer.
However, if one considers the subject’s power as a decentralized, shifting,
and productive force, animated in networks of relations rather than pos
sessed by individuals, then ethnographic subjects can exercise power in

the production of ethnographic knowledges’ (1995: 352).
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By focusing on the practice of Kathak by women belonging to var

ious class positions with variable status on authority and knowledge, I
have tried to bring these voices into the global circuit of classical
Indian dance and postcolonial knowledge production.

This book is limited in its representation of Kathak dancers. I
have not aspired to cover the entire gamut of classical dancers in any
location, neither have I been comprehensive in representing the vari
ous Kathak institutions that exist in India. I have only striven to shed
a partial yet critical light on the practice and performance of Kathak
in relation to a diverse group of women in Calcutta and its surround
ings who identify themselves as Kathak dancers. My field site and the
subjects of my inquiry are thus linked to my personal identity as a
Bengali woman of a middle-class background. Fieldwork for me meant
being home among old acquaintances, renewing relationships and
forging new alliances rather than seeking out information from

informants. In other words, the anthropological ‘other’ blended at
least partially with the self (Abu-Lughod 1991) as I became the explic
it starting point for beginning this research. I strategically alternated
between ‘I’ native and ‘I’ ethnographer (Narayan 1993) without losing
the perspective of my own location now within the professional struc
ture of Western academia. To describe the nuanced articulation of the
politics of location which this work entails, I borrow Caren Kaplan’s
words here: ‘[It] identifies the grounds for historically specific differ
ences and similarities between women in diverse and asymmetrical

relations, creating alternative histories, identities, and possibilities of
alliances’ (1994: 139).
Thus, this narrative is constructed as an alternative history of

women who are glossed over in Kathak narratives. The work incor
porates voices of contemporary women dancers, not all of whom are
celebrated artists but ordinary women who are mothers, teachers

and students. The work also historicizes Kathak (known primarily as
an ancient, patriarchal, brahmanical tradition) by articulating it as
the practice of the courtesans or the nautch.

I do not claim this to be an impartial and neutral ethnography;

rather, I engage in a politics of intervention along with the subjects of
my study to interrogate the dominant power structure in classical cul
ture. At the same time, I see this work also engaged in a critical post-
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colonial anthropology that refuses to be contained by easy definitions
of the self and other or seamless descriptions of culture and identity.
My identity as a native anthropologist and as a dance practitioner
unsettles several boundaries, including the one between native/halfie
anthropologist and the subjects of her research.
THE SPECIFIC THEMES

Let me now briefly discuss the specific themes that are developed in
this volume.
Histories from, below. I historicize Kathak by rearticulating it as the prac

tice of courtesans (tawaifs, baijis and the nautch). This is a significant
departure from the standard top-down approach in Kathak scholar
ship which has tended to focus on famous men and their lineages.
This alternative history also incorporates the voices of contemporary
women dancers who are not all celebrated artists, but are ordinary
women—dancers, dance teachers and students—belonging to the
middle and lower-middle classes.
The global and the local'. I situate the practice of Kathak within the dis

courses of the modern and the global to analyse its postcolonial recon
struction in the context of national identity formation and, lately, in
the context of transnational and global collectives. Lfsing Arjun
Appadurai’s framework of ‘public modernity’, I look at the role of
media and consumer culture (especially on television and in
Bollywood films) in shaping the changing narrative of Kathak.
The subjectivity of women: I incorporate South Asian feminist theories

[proposed, among others, by Nita Kumar (1994) and Veena
Oldenburg (1991)] to show how subjectivities are shaped through the
practice of Kathak within a material context by women from all
spheres of lives, especially by focusing on Kathak schools in Calcutta.
Aesthetic identity: I use performance theory—drawing on both the

Indian aesthetic theory of rasa and Western theories of embodiment—
to look at how the immediate experience of performance shapes iden
tities within an aesthetic and emotional context.
It is obvious that these themes do not fit easily into a standard
approach to dance anthropology. While past anthropological approach
es to dance are limited in the sense that they are unable to capture the
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new conditions of cultural production and consumption, they nonethe

less deepen our understanding of the field of performance and culture.
I trace a brief historical trajectory of dance anthropology in the con
cluding chapter. I bring together two approaches to the study of dance
and culture that are usually considered antithetical—one is the exami
nation of political-economic forces that impact on the social organiza
tion of Kathak, and the other is the utilization of embodied aesthetic
theory. The first is associated with objective, material culture and the

second with subjective, experiential knowledge. The aesthetics of classi
cal Indian dance is braided here with political-economic approaches
to underline the interlocking structures of aesthetics and politics.
Accordingly, I merge the symbolic with the political economy to reori

ent Kathak as an embedded cultural practice. Both paradigms (the
performative and the embedded) intersect to help articulate the
identity of women Kathak dancers in contemporary India. My aim is
to put into conversation the material condition of the dancers’ lives
within the reified aesthetic realm of classical Indian dance, to articu
late subjectivities that are not consumed by the textual immanence of
language.

I also show how the hegemonic, national domain of classical
Indian dance—both its politics and its aesthetics—is changing simul
taneously with the emergence of a new dimension of global public
culture or ‘public modernity’ (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1995) in
contemporary India. The emergence of this new global modernity is
linked to economic liberalization on the one hand and various chal
lenges to secularism on the other. Competing global, national and
local political-economic forces are radically changing the postna
tionalist domain of the public sphere in India. Classical Indian dance,
revived .as the authentic representation of Indian tradition and
national culture, is a field ripe for an examination of this ongoing

socio-cultural transformation. The intersecting forces of nationalism,
regionalism, class, market and media have combined to relocate Kathak
fijom ‘high culture’ to a zone of cultural mediation and democratization
as women of different class backgrounds have made it their own.
The various theoretical threads I weave together in this book do
not lead to epistemological anarchy. The theories I use are a logical
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outcome of the failure of the ‘grand narrative’ to explain the contra
dictory and shifting conditions of postcolonialism, and they are nec
essary if we are to even begin to understand the disparate trajectories

that form the complex web of new modernity in India. The frame
works that these theories provide map the intersections of culture,
politics, economics and identity. For instance, the shaping of the
nation-state cannot be understood without reference to technological
change in media and its impact on nationalist discourse. At the same
time, the public/popular culture of Appadurai’s public modernity is
linked to new media involving both electronic and print culture. He
emphasizes the role of film, television and video technologies that are
at the heart of the transformation of India’s public sphere—giving rise
to a culture of celebrity and consumption. I focus on dance workshops,
concerts, television, films and the voices of women dancers to analyse
the discursive formation of Kathak in the new ‘public modernity’.
Similarly, the social organization of Kathak in the past and in the
present can be illuminated not only in terms of nationalism and the

hierarchies and patriarchy that its institutions perpetuate, but also by
analysing the role of dance in forming women’s embodied identities.
I use works by Paul Connerton (1989) and Richard Schechner (2001)
in conjunction with the aesthetic theory of rasa to explore women’s

subjectivity through the practice of Kathak. The scope of subjectivity
and women’s agency is further explored by feminist theories based on
works by Kumar (1994) and Oldenburg (1991). They have argued that

women’s subjectivities and agency in India are not usually based on an
opposition or resistance to power or patriarchy. Rather, women practi
tioners of Kathak find voice by aligning themselves with the dominant,
state-supported structure of the patriarchal guru-shishya parampara
and nonetheless emerge as subjects.
A NOTE ON METHODOLOGIES USED

I selected Calcutta as my primary field city for two reasons: first, it is
my home town where I learned Kathak and had prior knowledge and
ready access to the dance community; second, in spite of its promi
nence in the cultural history of Kathak (discussed in Chapter 2),
Calcutta has declined as a centre for Kathak dance in the last few
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decades. The relationship between Calcutta and Kathak is long and

complicated. Wajid Ali Shah of Lucknow (the capital of Awadh/Oudh),
the famous patron of Kathak, was sent to Calcutta after he lost his
throne to the British in 1857. Moreover, the history of Kathak here is
intimately linked to the history of colonial nautch and the subsequent
nationalist consciousness that refashioned Kathak. Not surprisingly,
the Kathak reformer/pioneer Madame Menaka was also from this city.
Thus, Calcutta provided the ideal confluence of history, culture,
politics, identity and opportunity. Through preliminary fieldwork in
India among dancers and institutions in Delhi and Calcutta and my
own network as a Kathak dance practitioner, I identified the institu

tions with variable access to power and resources where I would con
duct my research. The three primary institutions in Calcutta where I
did much of my work are the Nupur Dance Academy (director/
founder Bandana Sen), Padatik Dance Centre (director/co-founder
Chetna Jalan) and Rabindra Bharati University (professor of dance,
the late Bela Arnab). The bulk of the fieldwork was conducted in 1997
and 1998, with follow-up research in the summers of 2001-03.
Though the work was rooted in particular locations in Calcutta and
dealt largely with the quotidian experiences of Kathak dancers there,

I explored the interconnections among Kathak dancers in different
locations within India and outside it. Some fieldwork was carried out
in Delhi and Ahmedabad to generate comparative data, and some
information came from my own experience as a diaspora dancer/performer and teacher in the US. My interviews with Kumudini Lakhia in
Ahmedabad in 1998, and the time I spent with her in Philadelphia in
2002, were very helpful in writing about her work and new choreo

graphies.
The ethnography is a mixture of participant observation, media
analysis and historical analysis. The methodologies used included
archival research, participant observation, semi-structured interviews/
life histories, content analysis of mass media and focus group discus
sions. The interviews were with dancers belonging to different gener
ations and with varying degrees of involvement with Kathak dance; they
ranged from dance exponents teaching in major dance institutions,
struggling professionals and dancers teaching in the informal sector or
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the private domain of their homes to women who are actively engaged
in public performances and women who are not professional Kathak
dancers but are mothers, homemakers, students and/or professional

women who dance. Occasionally, the interviews also included parents of
young dancers. In general, various recording techniques were used in
data collection, ranging from handwritten field notes and audiotaped

and videotaped interviews, to videotaped and photographed dance per
formances. The field research also included conducting focus group dis
cussions with dancers, arranged usually after class sessions at the Nupur

Dance Academy and at the Padatik Dance Centre, and questions that
were administered in group settings.
In addition, historical records were reviewed at the Asiatic Society,
the Sangeet Research Academy and the National Library, as were
media reports and programmes, including electronic and print
sources (especially useful was the library of the Ananda Bazar Patrika
group). Additional archival data came from the Sangeet Natak
Akademi, the Kathak Kendra in Delhi, Kadamb in Ahmedabad and
the Rajya Sangeet Akademi in Calcutta. The library of the Film

Studies Department at Jadavpur University was also useful. Much of
the initial phase of the research was spent in attending dance and
music festivals in Calcutta during the festival season in December and
January. The in-depth interviews were conducted in the latter phase
of the fieldwork, followed by watching television programmes and
Hindi films based on the courtesan genre. Although I was mostly
familiar with the subjects of my research, spoke their language and was
a dancer myself, there were invisible boundaries that were sometimes
difficult to overcome. However, after the first few instances, I was more

or less accepted as a fellow-dancer rather than as an ethnographer.
The text that follows reveals this complex process of negotiation that

was simultaneously restrictive and enabling.
THE PLAN OF THE BOOK

The following chapter outlines spell out the book’s themes and theo
retical frameworks in greater detail.
Chapter 2: From Nautch to Classical Kathak'. This chapter is a historical
reconstruction of Kathak where I look at the subaltern history of the

19

20

PALLABI CHAKRAVORTY

courtesans (or nautch dancers) who have been marginalized in the

exclusionary national narrative of classical Kathak and I examine the
remaking of Kathak as the repository of the Indian classical tradition
in the context of nationalism and national and gender identity, with a
focus on the cultural history of colonial Bengal.
The chapter is divided into three sections. The first traces the
development of Kathak from the traditional court culture of Hindu
and Muslim royalty to the urban milieu of nineteenth-century

Calcutta. Brief descriptions of the actual dancing and the lifestyles of
the dancers are also included in this section. The second section looks
at the anti-nautch social reform movement launched at the turn of the
nineteenth century by Hindu reformers and British missionaries. This
section also documents the changing attitude of the emergent Bengali
middle class and the British rulers towards traditional artistic practices
like the nautch. The third section, which focuses on the early twenti

eth century, details India’s arts revival movement and the nationalist
regeneration of ancient Hindu culture as the national identity of the
incipient nation-state. It outlines the contribution of Ruth St Denis in

generating interest in the nautch and its revival by Hindu elite women
of Calcutta such as Madame Menaka. The section concludes with
Kathak institutionalized as a classical-patriarchal brahmanical tradi

tion at national centres in Delhi.
Chapter 3: Public Modernity and Classical Kathak-. This chapter is divided
into two parts with subsections. In the first part—‘In Theory’—I engage
in a theoretical discussion of modernity and modern subjectivity and
show how changing notions of modernity are historically linked to the
development of the public sphere. This includes analysing the
Enlightenment ideal and capitalist development, as well as the emer
gence of the public sphere in Europe (Habermas 1983; Harvey 1990).
I also discuss the role of media and communication in shaping the
public sphere in the past and the present (Benjamin 1973; Appadurai
and Breckenridge 1995). I show how the development of print capi
talism in Europe and then the rest of the world led to the fostering of
a national consciousness (Anderson 1983) and detail the spread of
hegemonic modernity by elite nationalists in postcolonial nation

states like India.
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Finally, I discuss the disjuncture from the earlier hegemonic
modernity which was marked in the Western world by the emergence
of a stylistic heterogeneity without a norm. This was the postmodern
revolt against the canons of high modernity. Fredric Jameson (1998)
argues that in this new phase of capitalism, cultural production is syn
onymous with commodity production. The most critical development

of this phase of capitalism, with its unprecedented global communicational scope, has been the merging of economics and culture.
Appadurai further develops the communicational scope of globaliza
tion by retheorizing the concept of the public sphere, now no longer
bounded by a Euro-American master narrative. His identification of
India’s new public sphere or ‘public modernity’ becomes foundation
al for the analysis that follows.
The second part—‘From the Hegemony of Kathak to the
Interplay of the Global/Local’—marks the transition from the con
struction of classical Kathak as emblematic of Indian national identity
and national ideology to the emergence of a new era of cultural
change. This emergent public domain (‘public modernity’) in con
temporary India is linked to economic reforms or ‘liberalization’ and
a resurgence of communal politics. Both these strong forces make cul
ture, tradition and identity central to the contestation of power among
the fractured and diverse social formations in India.

In this section, I show how the central government in Delhi
refashioned Kathak as a bourgeois dance form through various state

machineries and was successful in disseminating it gradually to a large
cross-section of the population. I look at the roles of state television,
dance festivals, seminars and workshops in simultaneously reinforcing
and democratizing the elite state ideology. I also show how the domi
nant narrative of Kathak is changing as a result of the emergence of
‘public modernity’ in India before going on to analyse the role of cable
networks, satellite television, Bollywood films and diaspora dancers in
creating a multitude of narratives for Kathak which show globalization
as both a transnational and a localizing process. From a grounded
ethnographic context of Calcutta, I focus on contemporary Kathak
choreographies and dancers to highlight the interplay of the global
and local.
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Chapter 4'. Women and Kathak in Everyday Practice'. This chapter, also

divided into two sections, brings performance theory and embodied
approaches in convergence with political economy to analyse the
shaping of women’s subjectivities and agency through dance. I begin
this chapter by drawing on ethnographic fieldwork in three Kathak
centres/schools in Calcutta and my own experience of learning

Kathak, the stories of Kathak teachers and students, professionals and
amateurs, teens and mothers, who are all engaged in mediating their
identity as Kathak dancers within the public and private domains. The
interviews with dancers from different generations reveal the chang
ing role of women in relation to dance and the impact of modernity
on their dance and their lives.
First, I examine how the training of the body (or riyaz) in a Kathak
classroom shapes women’s selfhood. By combining performance the
ories (Palmer and Jankowiak 1996; Schechner 2001) and sociological
studies of body memory (Connerton 1989; Stoller 1995) with the
Indian aesthetic theory of rasa (Vatsyayan 1968; Lynch 1990), I show
how, through the ritual of riyaz, collective cultural identities are forged
and how women find agency as dancers even within the rigid patriar
chal structures of Kathak through the embodied sensuous and emo
tional pleasures of rasa. This entails a discussion of Kathak idioms
such as tatkar (footwork), chakkars (pirouettes) and bhava//)/iao (facial
expressions) as they pertain to the evocation of rasa.

This chapter then shifts to a different approach, towards under
standing how this feeling of pleasure is transformed into social action
in the material world for ordinary women leading ordinary lives. A sig
nificant contribution of this chapter lies in claiming a subject position
for women dancers who are not celebrated artists but belong to the
provincial middle and lower-middle classes. This feminist theoretical
grounding is derived from the works of Oldenburg (1991) and Kumar

(1994). Drawing on South Asian feminist theories, I argue that the
dominant process within which women dancers find their agency in
contemporary India is not the hierarchical binaries of resistance and
subjugation to patriarchy as commonly associated with Western femi
nism. Through the life stories of women I show that the process of
restoring women as subjects within the patriarchal-classical world of
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Kathak is a complex one; it comes about by the blending of hierarchi
cal dialectical paradigms where there is partial alignment with the
dominant patriarchal hegemony that women comply with and, at the
same time, try to reshape.

Chapter 5-. Tradition and Innovation-. In this chapter, which is also divid
ed into two sections, I study the social organization of traditional
Kathak, its repertoire and some of the new dance choreographies by
Kathak exponents in recent times. The first section discusses the social
organization of Kathak represented through the structure of the
guru-shishya parampara and provides an outline of the major Kathak
gharanas (or stylistic divisions). It also highlights the decreasing sig
nificance of such stylistic divisions in the contemporary context. The

second section focuses on the new paradigm in the classical dance
genre called ‘innovation’, which I argue is linked to ‘public modernity’
in contemporary India. The forces of ‘public modernity’ are instru
mental in giving rise to and expanding the cultural movement called
‘new directions in Indian dance’, which began in the early 1980s, and
the idea of ‘innovation’ is linked to these new dance initiatives. In this
context, I focus on the works of Ahmedabad-based Kumudini Lakhia,
who is a key figure in taking the traditional idiom of Kathak to the new
frontiers of dance in India.

Chapter 6: Sustainable Pluralism: Aside from a summary of the findings
of the previous chapters, the concluding chapter has three other sec
tions that discuss important, overarching issues. The first focuses on
the question of how we evaluate the meaning, function and value of
tradition in contemporary India within a polarizing discourse of tra
dition and innovation. This is especially relevant today as a new group
of elites is redefining the dialectic of tradition and modernity through
narratives of innovation and contemporary Indian dance.
The second brief section on dance anthropology highlights the
theoretical departures I have made in this research. And the third
addresses such questions as: What do tradition and classicism mean in
an atmosphere where Hindu fundamentalism is a strong political
force? Can traditional art practices only be meaningful as commodity
and identity markers? How can dance or tradition be integrated with
issues of ethics and social justice?
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CONCLUSION

Rather than the more conventional anthropological approach that
analyses non-Western dance forms as homogeneous symbolic commu
nication systems or the ritual paradigmatic approach, this work links
Kathak to identity, power and history in a global metropolitan context.

The emergent discipline of dance studies is more receptive to the dis
courses of power and politics. However, its analytical categories are
more suitable for Western concert dance or choreographies (Foster
1986; Albright 1997). I argue that both these approaches are inade

quate for a comprehensive understanding of the history and evolution
of South Asian dance forms.
Therefore, this book takes a new theoretical track; it breaks from
past analysis of dance coming from both anthropology and dance
studies to analyse it within a framework of postcolonial political
economy. South Asian feminist theory and Indian aesthetic theory.
By writing about a community of dancers who are not celebrated
artists, nor the subaltern baijis, nautch girls or devadasis, this work

recontextualizes Kathak within the matrix of popular culture that
shapes the identities of ordinary women. It offers insights into
women’s subjectivities within a seemingly rigid patriarchal structure
of classical traditions in India. Moreover, it contributes to the
anthropology of visual communication by showing the complex
intersections of the politics of representation in media, film and per
formance, and the articulations of embodied self that shape the visu-

al/embodied cultural practice of Kathak. All this is achieved by using
the unique voice of an ‘insider’s insider’ to narrate the story of
Kathak and modernity from both an experiential practitioner’s and
an analytical social scientist’s perspective. It is an instance of the
‘native’s’ embodied account where ‘participation’ as an insider has a
bodily/experiential dimension that cannot be replicated by an out
sider. The ‘I’ of the ethnographer and the ‘I’ of the native merge in
a complete integration of mind, body and emotion.
As an anthropologist, I am interested in human behaviour and

social change. Despite the theoretical developments surrounding the
dancing body, dance as an analytical category continues to have a mar
ginal status in anthropology and other scholarly disciplines. The
framework used in this book blurs several categories to integrate the
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Study of dance with the growing field of popular culture. Accordingly,
I have tried to expand its scope by situating it within the themes of
culture, power and identity. This does not mean I have not analysed
the formal aspects. However, instead of offering a mere description of

aesthetic form, I have used aesthetics to reflect upon the social aspects
of gender-identity formation, embodiment and cultural memory. This
approach incorporates both the socio-political and economic structure
that is currently in transition in India and the ethnographic eye that
focuses on how women make meaning through dance in their every
day life. After all, the ultimate goal of any cultural analysis is to under
stand human behaviour and the world that it creates. I have placed
dance at the centre of that understanding.
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FROM NAUTCH TO CLASSICAL KATHAK

The multiple genealogies of Kathak dance articulate a complex inter
section of regional histories. This dance style from North India is an
amalgam of the folk and formalized court dances popular between the
sixteenth and nineteenth centuries in India. The Bhakti and Sufi reli
gious movements that swept India, along with the entertainmentoriented performances patronized by the royal courts, shaped the
repertoire of this dance. The folk traditions of the Jhumar and the
Nachnis of Bengal and Bihar, the Ghumar of Rajasthan, the singing
and dancing of the kathaka caste of Uttar Pradesh and Rajasthan and
the Vaishnava sects of Bengal, the kathavachaks (storytellers) of North
and East India and the court dances of the Mughal nawabs and the
Hindu maharajas all blended to form the multifaceted mosaic of
Kathak. The quest for origins by modern scholars generally links the

dance to Sanskrit sources and the brahman halhakas but the Persian
influences and courtesan contributions, while often unacknowledged,
are undeniable. It is interesting that renowned dance historian Kapila

Vatsyayan (1982: 90) recently claimed that Kathak originated with the
Sufi trance dance of the Islamic dervishes. However, it is largely accept
ed that the dance we are today familiar with as Kathak flourished in

the Mughal and Hindu courts of Lucknow and Benares in Uttar
Pradesh, Jaipur in Rajasthan and Raigarh in Madhya Pradesh and
these locations now exemplify the gharana tradition of Kathak.

FROM NAUTCH TO CLASSICAL KATHAK

I do not, in this chapter, deal directly with the court dance and the
gharana tradition (discussed in a more relevant context in Chapter 5).
Instead, I begin in the nineteenth century, with the nautch of Bengal,
an appropriate starting point for an analysis of Kathak in the modern
period. Dance historian Mohan Khokar tells us: ‘The one word, the
name, by which Indian dance as we know today was known universally
right into the first quarter of this century was nautch. “Nach”, the
Hindustani word for dancing, became anglicized by the British colo
nizers as Nautch’ (1996: 19). Therefore, in this chapter I link modern
Kathak to the chequered history of the nautch. The cultural landscape
of nineteenth-century Bengal provides the historical background for
rearticulating modern Kathak as the legacy of the nautch tradition of
colonial India. This legacy has been completely marginalized in the
official representation of classical Kathak, which, it is claimed, is the
product of brahman kathakas and patriarchal gharanas. Consequently,
in this chapter, I also reveal how the revival of classical traditions dur

ing the nationalist movement led to the Sanskritization and homoge

nization of the heterodox tradition of Kathak.
WEAVING THE THREADS OF NAUTCH IN THE CITY

A good starting point in the narrative of modern Kathak is the cultural
history of nineteenth-century Bengal with its epicentre in Calcutta,
where the magnificent court dancers of Indian royalty were reduced to
petty nautch dancers through a most ironic turn of historical events.
Although some of these women carved out a prosperous livelihood in
the ‘black town’ of Calcutta, sometimes amassing great reputations and

fortunes, they eventually became stigmatized as the debased women of
a shameful past, to be quickly glossed over in the cultural history of
North Indian Kathak. Hence, some of the most sought-after artists in
Indian history (the tawaifs and the baijis) became symbols of decadence
and were ignored by history. It is only recently that scholarly attention
has focused on the immense contribution of the female performers of

this past era to the development of North Indian music and Kathak
dance.
To understand nautch in nineteenth-century Calcutta, one must
begin from the city itself which had, by then, been transformed from
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a mercantile centre into the administrative capital of the British Raj.
The British traders-turned-rulers divided the city into ‘white town’,
‘intermediate town’ and ‘black town’ (Sarkar 1997: 161—7).i The white

town consisted of the south-central part of Calcutta with elegant houses
and a small, mostly British population. North Calcutta with its dense,
native population formed the black town.^ Thus, Calcutta grew as a
city of poor bustees (shanty houses) inhabited by artisans and labour
ers, surrounded by the prosperous households of the natives who rose
to prominent positions as collaborators of the British. The Bengali
population living in the grand brick houses or paka hans in the black
town constituted the class that replaced Mughal royalty as patrons of
the arts (including dance and music related to Kathak) which, ulti

mately, led to the development of the babu (or Bengali gentry) culture
of nineteenth-century Calcutta. This new class of Bengalis was com
posed primarily of Hindus; although they formed a large part of the
population, very few Muslims became part of the nouveau riche
Bengali society (see Banerjee 1989: 27). The new groups of wealthy
natives the banias and diwans (accountants)—collaborated with the
British throughout the nineteenth century,® amassed substantial for

tunes as the comprador class and were primarily responsible for the
growth of the black town. In the evolving cultural milieu of nine
teenth-century Calcutta, the new Bengali elite and their British rulers
formed alliances, collaborating in their accumulation of wealth, power
and prestige. The newly rich Bengali Hindus imitated the cultural
norms of the Mughal aristocracy in their displays of status and wealth
(ibid.). North Indian music and dance, patronized in the past primarily
by the Mughal governing hierarchy, were thus appropriated by the

Bengali Hindu gentry as symbols of aristocracy and nautch soirees
became the symbols of power and influence.
The suppression of the Sepoy Mutiny by the British in 1857 accel
erated the decline of the kingdoms in North India. (For an excellent
account of the transformation of Lucknow, the capital of Awadh
(Oudh), under colonial rule, see Oldenburg 1984.) The demise of the
princely states also obliterated the wealthy, art-loving gentry. The
Cantonment Act of 1864 arbitrarily relocated the dancers to bazaars out
side the cities for the enteruinment of soldiers. This resulted in musi-

FROM NAUTCH TO CLASSICAL KATHAK

cians and dancers being uprooted from North Indian cities and

migrating to Calcutta, the new capital of the British Raj, in search of
patrons. The city thus became the prime destination for dancers and
musicians from the North, who found new sources of patronage
among the Bengali elite (see Banerjee 1989). One of the greatest
patrons of Kathak, Nawab Wajid Ali Shah of Awadh, surrendered his

crown to the British in 1856 and arrived in Calcutta with his
entourage of court dancers and musicians. He settled in Metiaburuj,
in what was then the southern extremity of Calcutta. His arrival gave
North Indian music and dance, which was already present in the city,
an added impetus to flourish.
The Bengali gentry drew on their indigenous cultural resources,
like North Indian court music and dance, to entertain the British mas

ters. Many of the British, in turn, embraced the manners and customs
of the natives, joining religious ceremonies, weddings and other social
occasions and, sometimes, even taking Indian mistresses. In fact, fol
lowing the Bengali elite, the British at this time emulated the lavish
lifestyles of the Mughal nawabs and were often called English ‘nabobs’.
They maintained their own troupes of dancing or nautch girls and

musicians for entertaining guests and almost all celebrations were
adorned by nautch. Even visits by dignitaries to civil and military sta
tions were accompanied by nautch, which Khokar (1996: 21) claims
was very much like Kathak. Nautch dancers often accompanied units
of the British army to different locations and entertained them along
the way. In a romantic celebration of nautch women, Pran Nevile
writes about the immense popularity of nautch girls among the British
soldiers in the eighteenth century:

An army officer in his journal (1783) states that he was met by

his friend Major MacNeal who was preceded by a troupe of
nautch girls. The latter encircled his palanquin, dancing until
he entered the Major’s house in Arcot . . . Capt. Williams
noted in his Costumes and Customs of Modern India (1813) that
between the years 1778 and 1785, many outstanding dancing
girls quit the cities and retired to cantonments, where they
were received with open arms. Quite often lonely men would
send for nautch girls to entertain them at their own houses.
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Usually, groups of civilians or soldiers joined hands to hire

nautch girls for an evening of amusement. They would often
recite songs learnt from them and even translate them into
popular ditties (1996: 52).
The new patrons of dance, the Bengali elite and the British, whole
heartedly patronized the nautch or Kathak of that time.4 Sumanta
Banerjee sums up the social milieu of Calcutta’s nautch culture:

All through the eighteenth till almost the middle of the nine
teenth century, we read in contemporary newspapers every
year of sumptuous dinner parties and nautch performances
(dance and songs by north Indian performers) organized by
the Bengali parvenu class in the Black Town on occasions like
wedding ceremonies or religious festivals, where the
Company’s European servants and traders thronged, their
thirst for Madeira (the popular wine in those days) and whisky
apparently getting the better of their religious prejudices
about ‘native’ customs! (1989: 24)

Members of Bengali high society—the old aristocracy and the
newly emergent gentry—competed with one another to invite distin
guished British guests like the Commander-in-Chief or the Governor
General to their houses. The lavish parties that followed were usually
accompanied by nautch. Invitations to these parties were issued to
‘prestigious guests’ like the British dignitaries in the form of letters

and cards, which were called ‘tickets’. Occasionally, advertisements
were published in English newspapers to attract the attention of these
dignitaries and, if they attended, their presence was reported in the
the press (see Khokar 1996).

If the reader be one who has never witnessed the magnificent
spectacle of a Doorgah poojah in Calcutta, we can only assure
him that he will find the splendid fiction of the Arabian Nights
completely realized in the Fairy Palace of Rajah Ramchandra
Roy on the evenings of the 26th, 27th and 28th instant {Calcutta
Journal, 22 September 1819; quoted in ibid.: 22).

These newspaper accounts show that the nautches were not per
formed in proscenium theatres or even public clubs during this time but
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remained in the private domain or the music rooms of the zamindars
(landlords) for entertaining guests. During occasions like the Bengali
Durga puja or marriage ceremonies, the soirees grew even more lavish;
from being modest, family affairs, they gradually became outrageously
extravagant. According to Khokar (1996), the puja ceremony organized
by Raja Krishnachandra Roy marks the beginning of the trend of such
ostentatious affairs, one that was quickly appropriated by the rest of the

Bengali gentry. In many accounts of religious festivals and wedding cer
emonies, the name of Nikki Ushuran emerges as a prominent nautch
dancer and singer. In the accounts of Emma Roberts, a literary figure of
the time, Nikki is described as the rage of Calcutta high society and we
are told that Sir Charles D’Oyly composed verses in her honour (see
Nevile 1996: 129). We know from Brajendranath Banerjee’s (1949)

account that one rich Bengali was so impressed with her singing that he
employed her on a monthly salary of Rs 1,000. (I should mention here
that nautch girls were also traditionally trained in North Indian vocal
music in the genres popularly known as thumri and ghazal.) Nikki’s
voice was also admired by some British observers who compared it to
the voices of Angelica Catalan! and Elizabeth Billington, an Italian and

German soprano respectively, very popular with European listeners in
the early nineteenth century (Banerjee 1989: 148; Nevile 1996). Some
of the other nautch girls who are mentioned in the newspapers of the
time were Begum Jan, Hingul, Ashroom, Zeenat, Fez Boksh, Nanni Jan
and Supra Jan. Although their patrons were Bengali Hindus, the nautch
girls were almost all Muslim women. Khokar writes: ‘The nautchwalis in
Calcutta, as also their accompanying musicians, were practically all
Muslims. Which explains why the pooja went without any nautch in

1820, for the festival coincided with Moharram, a time when Muslims
are enjoined to refrain from any sensual indulgence’ (1996: 21).
Brajendranath Banerjee’s compilation titled Sambadpatrey Sekaler
Katha (Newspaper Reports on Times Past; 1949) documents many
important facets of Bengali life during this period and reprints many
reports of the Bengali festivities that appeared in the newspapers of the
time like India Gazette, Asiatic Journal and Samachardarpan. Here, for
example, is one from the Asiatic Journal (reprinted from Samachar
darpan):
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. . . The festival of the Doorga Pooja is now celebrated with all
the usual concomitants of glamour, tinsel, and glare. The
houses of the wealthier Bengalees are thrown open for the
reception of every class of the inhabitants of this great city;
and the hospitality so generally displayed, is worthy of every
praise which it is in our power to bestow. We had no opportu

nity on Monday evening of discovering in what particular
house the attraction of any novelty may be found; but from a
cursory view we fear that the chief singers Nikhee and
Ashroom, who are engaged by Neel Munnee Mullick and Raja
Ram Chunder, are still without rivals in melody and grace. A

woman named Zeenut, who belongs to Benares, performs at
the house of Budr Nath Baboo, in Jora Sako. Report speaks
highly of a young damsel, named Fyz Boksh, who performs at

the house of Gooroo Persad Bhas . . . The following are the
names of the principal natives at whose dwellings the usual
entertainments are held. Raja Raj Kisht, Raja Ram Chunder,
Baboo Neel Munee Mullik, Gopee Mohun Thakoor, Gopee

Mohun Deb, Budr Nath Baboo, Mudhoosood Sandul, and
Rup Chund Baboo (August 1816, quoted in ibid.).
The performance of nautch at religious festivities and social occa
sions helped popularize the dance among a large cross-section of the
population. This was possibly enhanced by the fact that these were
also occasions when the Bengali gentry indulged in philanthropic
activities like feeding the poor. Although public performances of
nautch were usually restricted to the aristocratic male domain in gath
erings such as mujras, sabhas and baithaks (drawing rooms), native

women witnessed the performances from the zenana quarters (part of
the house secluded for women) by looking through the transparent
screens or chiks that demarcated their domain. This too was a practice
popular in the Muslim ancj ffipdu royal courts.

The repertoire of the nautch was eclectic and occasionally includ
ed elements of folk or popular culture such as juggling or other forms

of entertainment. In fact, the Bengali gentry of the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries were entertained not only by North Indian court
traditions, but also by the folk traditions of Bengal like kabi, kathakata,
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kheur and khemta (see Banerjee 1989). For instance, Brajendranath
Banerjee (1949: 91), in the amadpramad or entertainment section of
his book, includes a swang (pantomime) performance among his
descriptions of nautch festivities. But it appears that the Bengali elite

were not unique in acquiring such versatile tastes in entertainment; we
learn from Daniel M. Neuman that the court of Nawab Wajid Ali Shah
was adorned with two eunuchs, two fiddlers and two poetasters (1980:
171). However, the mingling of elite and popular cultures and folk
and urban traditions in eighteenth and nineteenth-century Calcutta

was gradually replaced by an upper-caste, Sanskritized, high culture
that came to define the Bengal Renaissance. In fact, the space where
the intermingling of high and low, popular and elite, folk and urban
was most evident was in the women’s domain or the zenana (see
Banerjee 1990).
THE STATUS OF THE NAUTCH

Available literature indicates that the tawaifs of the royal courts (later
known as nautch dancers) were women of high social status in the pre
colonial period by the fact that they owned and inherited land and
property through the female line, a right not enjoyed by women in
general. It is only later that they were stigmatized as a social group.
The ambiguous status that was forced upon them is evident from the
colonial records that list Gauhar Jan in a mohalla (an area or part of
town) in Jaipur both as a ‘dancing girl’ and a ‘prostitute’ (Erdman
1985: 99). The tawaifs were trained in dance and music, which usually
meant the lighter varieties of North Indian classical music like the

thumri, dadra and ghazal. Neuman (1980) informs us that the tawaifs
who entertained in royal salons by singing and dancing held a less

esteemed position than those who made their reputation as vocalists.
The tawaifs or nautch dancers in Calcutta were not a homoge
neous group but differentiated into four main categories: the bais
sang but did not dance, the Jaw sang and danced, the kanjis enter
tained and, lowest in the hierarchy, the khankis were more like the
common prostitutes. But Margaret Walker (2004: 175) points out that
women like Gandabai or Khurseedbai, described by Hakim
Muhammed Karam Imam in his well-known work Ma’danul Moosiqui
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(1959), were tawaifs who both sang and danced. Tawaifs usually did
not play instruments (although iconographic records show images of
female musicians in the royal courts), preferring to hire male musi
cians from the hereditary community of male dancers and musi
cians—the kathahas and the mirasis—as accompanists and to teach
their children. The bais and jaws led glamorous lives with many admir
ers and clients. However, the anti-nautch movement stigmatized the
dancers to such an extent that all varieties of tawaifs were forced to
reinvent themselves as solely vocalists for the musical market of the
early twentieth century (represented primarily by the Gramophone
Company; see Dasgupta 1998). Although women like Gauhar Jan
became household names, the nautch girls never received the status of

gurus or teachers. Even when their mothers or grandmothers trained
them, they were never referred to as their mentors. Yet, women often

taught their own offspring, as well as the zenana bais (women or mis
tresses) and the wives of royalty: ‘Gauhar Jan and her sister Kamar Jan
received an allowance of Rs 20 per month, each for the duty of instruct
ing the bais of the Zenani Deori in music’ (Erdman 1985: 108). And, as

Amlan Dasgupta says:
Women also learnt in at least two other ways, though they may
have used their gharanadar ustads’ names for the purpose of
publicity . . . Eirst of all, women artists learnt the great part of
their repertoires (of sub-classical forms) from other women
singers. These songs seem to exclusively exist in the feminine
domain: their striking presence in the repertoires of women
artists widely separated in time and place is a subject worth

the closest study (1998: 6).
However, this transmission of knowledge was not acknowledged in
the public domain. Neuman observes that if a tawaif had not learned
from a reputable uStad (maestro) of an established gharana, she would
not be successful in establishing her own identity as primarily a pro
fessional vocalist. ‘If she cannot claim to be a disciple (of an ustad),
then her identity will be that of an entertainer, that is, a singer and/or
dancer, which is subordinate to her primary identity as a courtesan, if
not a common prostitute’ (Neuman 1980: 101). The patrilineage of

the gharana identity successfully obscured the awareness ofwomen-to-
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women transmission of artistic knowledge and, ultimately, vested the
male as the sole authority.

The story of the nautch dancers and their artistic genre, the meth

ods of transmitting the artistic practices and their interaction with
women of other socio-economic classes, religions or castes, is margin
alized in the history of Kathak. Banerjee (1990) focuses on women
artists who specialized in various cultural performances in nineteenth
century Calcutta. We learn from him that Vaishnavite women (follow
ers of Lord Vishnu, whose incarnation is Krishna) who devoted their
lives to singing the praises of Krishna were allowed into the andarmahal or the women’s domain to teach and entertain upper-class, upper
caste Hindu women of sambhranta (respectable) families. These women,
who drew their knowledge from Bengali folk musical forms such as
kabi, kirtans, tarjas, panchali and kathakata, are separated in his study
from the North Indian bais. But I will argue here that the North
Indian bais or nautch girls perhaps served a similar function, for they

too were well versed in literature and music. In fact, in her study of
Lucknow courtesans, Oldenburg writes that it was customary for
young sons of nobility to be sent to the kothas or salons where the
courtesans resided, for ‘instruction in etiquette, the art of conversation
and polite manners, and the appreciation of Urdu literature’ (1991;

30). The nautch women were also important for shaping the lifestyles
and fashions of upper-class wives. Hindu wives from respectable fam
ilies imitated the Muslim styles sported by the nautch dancers—from
hair fashions and clothes to jewellery (see Subramanian 1998; Kar
1995: 96). The jewellery shops that sprang up in Bowbazar during this
time still exist in Calcutta as a reminder of the bygone era, although
they now cater to a bourgeois Hindu clientele.

Bhakti and Cultural Synthesis

In her analysis of popular culture in nineteenth-century Benares,
Kathryn Hansen underlines the common cultural code that existed in
the public life of North India:
Most of the forms found in Benaras were common to the region
extending from Punjab to Bihar. A shared system of cultural
codes and symbols, including the lingua franca Hindustani, its
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specific meters and song genres, a common body of folktales,
and a single musical system, enabled the actors, musicians, and
dancers to communicate easily throughout this region. The
personnel associated with popular entertainment were prima
rily professionals who led an itinerant existence, touring within
a geographical range that varied with their fame and access to
patronage (1989: 64).
Both art forms (folk and court) were based on the shared culture
of northern Gangetic India and occupied the common domain of
Bhakti culture. This also had a popular following in Bengal.
The Bhakti movement in the medieval period of Indian history is
marked by its progressive anti-caste and anti-brahman position, rising
as it did against the hierarchical, ritual-centred, caste-based, patriar

chal regime of a Sanskritized Vedic culture. The central tenet of
Vaishnavism, which includes worshipping Vishnu and his popular
incarnation Krishna, is based on the doctrine of Bhakti philosophy.
The idea of a personal, domesticated god, engaged in lila or divine

play in the role of a lover is represented by the divine symbol of
Krishna and his soulmate Radha and finds its finest expression in the
Gitagovinda written by Jayadeva in the twelfth century. The raslila tra
ditions of Braj and Mathura sustained the stories of Radha and
Krishna and allowed them to flourish throughout the sixteenth, sev
enteenth and eighteenth centuries in various literatures of the times,
including in the verses of the ashtachhap poets (the eight saint poets of
India). The kathavachaks sang and danced to the verses of raslila. It is
no surprise that Kathak motifs and rhythms are replete in the songs of
Mirabai, Surdas and other major Bhakti poets of the time. The long
ing to be united with god using the motif of romantic love also forms
the foundation of Sufi philosophy. Hazrat Nizamuddin Auliya popu
larized Sufi dervishes in India in the fourteenth century. Sufi poetry,
such as qawwali, incorporated dancing and singing as a conduit for
uniting with god. The work of Amir Khusrau is a good indicator of the

Indo-Islamic cultural synthesis that developed due to the benevolent
patronage of the Muslim courts. Muslim royalty did not change the
basic aesthetic concepts associated with Hindu ritual practices of
music and dance such as rasa, bhava and darshan (gaze), but secular-

FROM NAUTCH TO CLASSICAL KATHAK

ized them and added technical complexity. The kings in the royal
courts used the darshan idea to establish their authority over their
subjects. Amir Khusrau, the inventor of many musical compositions,
was himself influenced by Vaishnavite literature. The syncretic tradi
tion of Sufi-Bhakti philosophy found a sophisticated expression in the
dance that emerged in the royal courts. In fact, the Indo-Islamic artis
tic genre that flourished in the Muslim and Hindu courts of Lucknow
and Jaipur, respectively, is the finest example of this Hindu-Muslim
cultural cross-fertilization. The dancing girls or tawaifs occupy a cen
tral position in the imagery of the Indo-Islamic miniature paintings
that flourished in the royal courts (see Vatsyayan 1982).
The Bhakti movement began in South India in the eighth century
and gradually spread northward. It had a powerful impact in Bengal

through the teachings of the Vaishnavite saint Sri Chaitanya. The rise of
the Vaishnava groups in Bengal was fuelled by the padabali kirtans of
Chandidas and Bidyapati (Baneijee 1989, 1990). The Vaishnava religion
in Bengal emphasized the equality of the sexes and provided room for
women from all segments of society, and the love songs of Radha and
Krishna formed a common repertoire for the different groups of women
performers during this time. The kabi, kathakata, Jhumar and nautch
performers all drew from the syncretic source of Vaishnavite poetry. The
genre of thumri, closely associated with the romantic longing of Bhakti

and Sufi, engages in the erotic and sensuous love-play between Radha
and Krishna. The deep connection between Sufi qawwali and thumri is

expressed through words such as majlis and mujra. The former, usually
associated with the concept of sama (majlis-i-sama), refers to Sufi gather
ings for listening or meditation. The latter, associated with Kathak
soirees and the tawaifs, depicts erotic dancing. But mujra is also a ‘chore
ographed ritual of salutation’ (Kesavan 1994: 253). Mukul Kesavan
explains that the word is derived from majra, which indicates a place
where things are made to flow, and a mijrai is a person who pays respect.

Overall, the word evokes images of fluidity associated with dance and
supplication to a higher authority—either patron or God. Both mujra
and majlis are gatherings of sensuous experiences leading to spiritual and
ecstatic transcendence (Chakravorty 2006). The famous thumri singer
Naina Devi explains this complex hybridization:
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When Kathak was introduced in the Moghul courts, the accom
panying music that went with it, particularly the vocal form
enabling the dancer to express it through bhav or gestures, took
a definite shape. Probably this attributes to the name Thumri

derived from Thumak-ri=Thumri, like Chunat-ri=Chunari.
Doha in Br^bhasha and Ashar in Persian and Urdu and Persian
Urdu Ghazals set to ragas all began to be sung in the Thumri
style and came into its fold. Dadra, sung in a faster tempo also

became a part of Thumri. As all these were of the Shringar rasa,
they lent themselves better to the female voice than the male.
This gave rise to professional female court singers who excelled

in these forms, and rose to great prominence (n.d.: 31).
Thus, this genre of music was very popular with the nautch
dancers in Calcutta who, perhaps, included in their dance repertoire

songs in Brajabhasha (the language of the popular Krishnalila).
Perhaps, they even danced to adaptations of the thumri, written in the
Bengali literary tradition by Ramnidhi Gupta—a genre of songs pop
ularly known as Nidhu-babur tappa—in the baithaks or soirees (see

Banerjee 1989). The lack of documentation on the variations of
nautch that were in vogue for entertaining the Bengali women of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries makes it difficult to know the
particular nature and range of the nautch repertoire. We do know
from Oldenburg (1991) that subversive cultural songs that mocked the
patriarchal structure of North India were prevalent in the women’s
domain within the kothas in Lucknow. We also know that the women
of nineteenth-century Calcutta were great patrons of the cult of
Vaishnavism, irrespective of class, caste or religion. Susie Tharu and
K. Lalita observe:

In nineteenth-century Bengal, these popular artists also had a
wide female audience ranging from the lower-caste and lowerclass self-employed women of the market place to the shel
tered wives and daughters of wealthier, ‘respectable’ families.
Their well-known compositions were often frankly realistic,
tough, sensuous, even bawdy, and used the familiar, domestic
terms and forms of address associated with women’s dialects
(1991: 155).
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Perhaps, it is not too far-fetched to suggest that nautch was also
popular among the women of different social groups. The common
cultural domain that women seemed to occupy during this period,

which is underscored by their predilection for erotic love songs based
on the Radha-Krishna amour or sringara, adds to the difficulty of
delineating the popular nautch from elite North Indian culture.
Moreover, women of high and low status, nautch girls, housewives,
folk singers and prostitutes formed an undifferentiated group in the
contemporary literature of the time as is evident from the following
passage: ‘The close proximity among the various socio-economic
groups of women through their predilection for particular cultural
genres in nineteenth century Bengal, often led the educated Bengali
bhadralok to club together women in general (including those from
elite homes) with lower social groups’ (Banerjee 1990: 31). Although
Banerjee differentiates the lower order of women like the nautch girls,
^flZ/ia^ato/Jhumar performers and common prostitutes as separate

social groups, I suspect there was considerable overlap between them
during this time of cultural and socio-economic transition.
THE NAUTCH PERFORMANCE AND THE PERFORMER

Khokar writes that nautch resembled the emergent ‘Kathak mode’, but
adds that the dancers were free to improvise, ‘free to do their own thing’
(1996: 21). Although acknowledging the artistic merit of some of the
practitioners, Khokar and others separate the nautch from Kathak. It is
only recently that scholarship has focused on the contribution of the

nautch in preserving the artistic performance practices of the past. In
fact, it is possible to argue that the Kathak we are familiar with today
belongs more to the nautch than to the brahman kathakas who are
hailed as the original source (see Walker 2004: 172-6). Although the
repertoire of nautch has not been systematically studied anywhere,

nautch girls and their performances have been described in many jour
nals, memoirs, diaries, travelogues and paintings by European visitors,
missionaries, civil and military officials and their wives. These descrip

tions show that nautch elicited strong emotions that included both
adulation and repugnance. However, they do indicate that the dance
repertoire was eclectic and catered to various strata of society. Lily
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Anderson, an American journalist who travelled to India in the early
part of the twentieth century, was very taken with nautch:

The pulsating drums set the rhythm of the music, the plain
tive flute began the elusive strain, and the sitar carried the
melody in soft tones . . . whirling and swaying Jasmina wove
her spell on twinkling feet, her arms and hands fluent with
the eloquence of her theme. Her dance began at the finger
tips, each digit moving with deliberate meaning. The whole
hand took up the rhythm, which gradually extended to the
arms and through the body until her entire form was one with
music (quoted in Nevile 1996: 75).^

Fannie Parks, a British traveller, described nautch soirees in the
Calcutta home of Rammohun Roy, the famous Hindu reformer, in
Wanderings of a Pilgrim (1850) with similar enthusiasm:
... In the spacious rooms in the large house many baijis and
dancers were dancing and singing. The baijis were wearing

white skirts with muslin frills, decorated with golden and sil
ver brocade work. Their legs were covered with satin pants.
Their beauty was enhanced by their costumes and lighting
(from the chandeliers). They were adorned with beautiful
ornaments. They were dancing in circles according to the
beats of the tingling bells tied around their ankles . . .
(Mukherjee 1999: 32; translation mine).
Other than the rhythmic footwork, sharp pirouettes and flowing
hand movements, the nautch soirees also included the art of express
ing emotions through songs, miming and hand gestures. This aspect
of the dancing in Kathak is known as gatbhava^ and i/rao/abhinaya.
Edwin Arnold described perhaps such an experience in his book
Revisited India in the following way:

In the centre of the apartment sat two nautch girls—^Wazir
Buksh, a Mohammedan and Krishna, a Hindu both amazingly
arrayed in skirts of scarlet and gold, with sarees of bright
hues, plentifully spangled, tight gilded trousers and anklets of
silver and gold bells, which make a soft tinkling at every move
ment of the small brown feet. Behind him stand their three
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musicians. One playing the saringi, a sort of violin, the other
the Tambura, a deep sounding king of violon collo and the
third provided with a bass and treble drum tied round his
waist on an Ornamented scarf. The girls rose to their feet,
salaamed, and one of them began to slowly pace, advancing
and retreating with rhythmical waving of hands and measured
beat of foot, which the other dancer repeated ... After this the

Muslim girl and her Hindu sister executed together a famous
dance called the ‘Kurar’ which consists [of] a series of charac
ter pictures—Next to the same never ending rise and fall of
the amorous music—^Wazir Buksh became a love sick maiden
in the jungle, picking blossoms to fasten in her hair and
Krishna followed enacting a serpent charmer (quoted in
Mukherjee 1999: 35).
The Mughal court and, later, the Calcutta gentry played a crucial
role as patrons in the development of new musical forms such as the

thumri, dadra and ghazal which were associated with the dancing of
bhava. Bhava {bhao} or the expressive movements in Kathak are based
on gatbhava and gatnikas and include facial expressions and impro
vised hand gestures as well as graceful and leisurely movement of the
limbs and feet called chaal. The dancing and singing conveyed deep
and passionate emotions of love and longing, as found in sringararasa

or erotic sentiment (see Chapter 4). Not surprisingly, women excelled
in this style of dancing and singing as it is intimately linked to femi
nine modes of expression. The contributions of tawaifs and baijis to
the enrichment of Hindustani classical music have been noted by
scholars (mainly ethnomusicologists) such as Jennifer C. Post (1987),
Peter Manuel (1989), Somnath Chakraborty (1991), C. S. Lakshmi
(2000) and Amelia T. Maciszewski (2001), and vocal classical artists
like Reba Muhuri (1986) and Gopa Mukherjee (1999) among others.
In Calcutta, the primary location of the baijis/nautch dancers was
Barabazar (Khokar 1996). Sumit Sarkar (1997) describes Barabazar of

nineteenth-century Calcutta as the ‘lynchpin of Calcutta’s commerce’.
This commercial centre of ‘bustling shops and narrow lanes’ also
accommodated the residences or kothas of the baijis/nautch girls. The
dancers lived in the dingy streets of the bazaar, their living conditions
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sharply contradicting the glamour associated with them. They were
often married, but only in name. The various subcastes/groups among
the baijis/nautch girls, ranging fromjhns to randi, marked their sexual
availability. They could be the mistress of a single aristocratic client or
might have multiple liaisons. Their dance master or ustad often
resided with them as their guardian. The madams or chaudhurayan,
who were also nautch dancers in the past, took care of the younger
dancers’ personal and professional needs. Some nautch dancers who
rose to great fame, like Nikki Usharan in the early nineteenth century,
and Gauhar Jan, Janaki Bai, Mushtari Bai, Barimoti Bai or Rasunlan
Bai later on, commanded great prestige and fortune during their
tenure. But the anti-nautch social reform movement, which began
against the devadasi (temple dancer) institution in the South, also tar
geted the baijis in the North. Let us now turn to this important event.
THE ANTI-NAUTCH MOVEMENT AND THE MAKING OF

BENGALI MIDDLE-CLASS CULTURE

By the early 1830s the British upper class had started withdrawing its
support of nautch. Within a few years, nautches were ‘attended only by
natives and such less reputable Englishmen who have little or no char
acter to lose’ (Banerjee 1989: 41). Around this time, the English mis
sionaries and administrators began changing their views—from an
earlier position of non-interference to one that criticized the art forms
patronized by the Bengali commoner and gentry—proposing that
these art forms exhibited unrestrained sexuality and aroused antiChristian feelings. Thus, the permissive atmosphere of the eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries, when the English ‘nabobs’ participat
ed in Indian public ceremonies and patronized nautch entertainments,
was reversed. In its place there slowly developed an increasingly intol

erant attitude towards such cultural commingling.
Ideas about ‘morality’ and ‘obscenity’ were, of course, imported
from England and its Victorian ethos. The spread of English education
for training the emerging class of Bengali petit bourgeoisie produced
the Anglicized, educated Bengali who was deeply influenced by Western
ideas and thoughts. (Lord Macaulay in his famous Minute of 1935 had
intended exactly that.) Many among the emergent Bengali middle class
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developed a distaste for native, popular, cultural traditions and began

emulating their British masters—that is, they became dependent on
‘English projection and instruction’ (Trevelyan 1838, quoted in

Banerjee 1989). Sarkar (1997) points out that Calcutta was the central
location for the rise of the new Bengali middle class for it consisted of
new kinds of schools and colleges which were indispensable entry points
into the modem liberal professions and clerical jobs in government or
mercantile offices. A new generation of Bengalis was selected by British
administrators and social reformers to receive an English education in
order for them to serve in administration, the courts, municipal man
agement and education. The majority of recipients of this English edu
cation were high-caste Bengali Hindus. This gave rise to various groups
who adopted Western ideas of science and progress like the Calcutta
School Book Society (1817), the Calcutta School Society (1818),
Tattabodhini Sabha (1839), the Bethune Society (1851) and the Bengal
Social Science Association (1867).'^

The Orientalists, a British group in India, had controlled education
in the city for a long period. They ran the oldest institution of colonial
knowledge, the Asiatic Society of Bengal, established in 1784 by William

Jones. Their mission was to encourage Indological scholarship on top
ics like Sanskrit literature and music. Ironically, this scholarship later
became a significant source for Indian nationalism. The mingling of
Eastern tradition and philosophy with Western education ushered in a
profound cultural change among the Bengali middle class, culminating
in what is known as the Bengal Renaissance. The Bengal Renaissance or
nabajagoran was thus based on the intersection of the Oriental scholar
ship of rediscovery of ancient Hindu achievements and modern Western
thoughts inculcated through English education. This triggered a whole
series of progressive changes resulting in an ‘awakening’ to modernity
(see Sarkar 1997: 188) which, in turn, led to the swadeshi cultural
nationalism. The bhadralok (gentry or middle class) of Calcutta, now
armed with their new-found knowledge of Shakespeare and ancient
Sanskrit texts like the Vedas, became intolerant towards the popular
performance of ‘erotic’ and ‘frivolous’ indigenous traditions and this
changing cultural milieu had far-reaching consequences for women’s
cultural practices like the nautch and other popular performances.
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A most systemic campaign, which found an all-India following, was

launched against the nautch or traditional dance communities in India.
The bhadralok followed the missionaries and English administrators in
their moral outrage against the nautch. In 1900, Mrs Marcus Fuller, the
wife of a missionary in Bombay, wrote in her book The Wrongs of Indian
Womanhood: ‘We are convinced that if the highest officials in India were
to refuse to attend nautches on moral grounds, their action would be an
object lesson in moral education to the whole country. Hindu hosts
would soon be ashamed and drop the nautch from the programs of their
public entertainments’ (quoted in Nevile 1996: 169).
The campaign against nautch culminated in the anti-nautch

movement of the 1890s. But this movement had a wider significance;
it was part of a movement of social reforms that targeted the social
practices of Hindus concerning women: sati (widow burning), child

marriage, female infanticide, widow remarriage and female education.
This general call for national purification and women’s upliftment ren
dered the devadasi and nautch the cultural vestiges of a feudal and
backward social order. The anti-nautch campaign targeted the baijis

in the North and East, as well as the devadasi dancers in the South,8
Srinivasan’s (1985) ethnography on the devadasi tradition of South
India examines the impact of the anti-nautch campaign on the temple
dance practices in the South. Although the baiji dance of North India
was commonly patronized by the British and referred to as nautch, the
various regional dance styles were lumped together as nautch during

the colonial period.
The condemnation of the nautch began with signature protests
and public propaganda in important newspapers such as the Indian
Social Reformer and The Hindu. In 1893, The Hindu Social Reform
Association of Madras appealed to the Governor of Madras and the
Viceroy to refuse participation in any public performances that
involved nautch girls, calling them ‘pernicious entertainment’. The
Madras Mail urged the European community to support the anti-

nautch campaign because ‘the Hindu Social reformer is the product of
our Western education, and must not be left to struggle alone’ (Nevile
1996: 168). A significant resolution was reached at the National Social
Conference meeting held in Madras, where the reformers claimed that
nautch girls were prostitutes: ‘[Tjhese women, as everybody knows, are
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prostitutes and their excellencies hereafter, at least must take sides and

refuse to countenance the performance’ (Meduri 1996: 57). Such
strong condemnation resulted in the banning of nautch during a
reception to honour the Prince of Wales in 1905. The movement was

most powerful in Bombay and Madras but it gained momentum and
spread to Calcutta. The Brahmo Samaj, a reformist Hindu sect popu
lar in Bengal, was initiated in 1828 by social reformers like Rammohun
Roy. Roy campaigned against ‘suttee’ (sati) and Keshub Chandra Sen,
another prominent leader of the Brahmo Samaj, crusaded against the
nautch. In fact, the reformers advocated men to make personal pledges
to not attend nautch performances. They argued that the ban on
nautch would help fight trafficking of women, since all dancers were
supposed to be prostitutes and the performing arts of hereditary com
munities of dancers such as tawaifs and devadasis were mere fronts for
prostitution (Walker 2004: 172). Keshub Sen denounced the nautch
dancers with intense outrage: ‘Hideous woman . . . hell in her eyes. In
her breast is a vast ocean of poison. Round her comely waist dwell the
furies of hell. Her hands are brandishing unseen daggers ever ready to
strike unwary or willful victims that fall in her way. Her blandishments
are India’s ruin. Alas! Her smile is India’s death’ (Nevile 1996: 168).
For both the English missionaries and the Hindu reformist sect,

Indian eroticism (sringara) was the cause of immorality. All traditional
cultural practices, therefore, needed to be revamped for purification
and national regeneration. The banning of ‘indecent’ literature, poetry
and songs that began with Britain’s Obscenity Act of 1857 culminated in
the banning of other ‘sinful practices’ like devadasi and nautch. The
banning of regimental bazaars where soldiers found pleasures from
native women like the nautch girls was aided by Britain’s Contagious
Disease Act of 1864 that made it usual for officials to randomly harass

nautch girls for medical examinations as venereal diseases rose among
British soldiers during this time (see Jordan 1989). The popularity of
the nautch girls among British soldiers made the former easy targets for

such harassment. One must remember that it had been an official policy
after the Mutiny of 1857 to select the healthy and beautiful ‘specimens’
among the courtesans and relocate them arbitrarily for the entertain

ment of the soldiers (Oldenbui^ 1991: 33).
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The effect of the campaign was devastating for the nautch and the
devadasi institutions.^ Without any alternative means of livelihood, a
large number of the dancers were forced into the modern flesh trade.
Tharu and Lalita (1991) mark the large shifts in the numbers of
dancers, singers and actors in the Bengal Census of 1901—the num

bers plunged from 17,023 to 3,527—and attribute this decrease to the
sudden rise in the number of prostitutes on the streets of Calcutta.
Despite such marginalization, the singing and dancing continued in
the brothels of the city.
The advent of All India Radio, the ‘new’ theatre and the cinema
provided opportunities for a few dancers, but most sank into oblivion.

Some nautch dancers, who later reinvented themselves as thumri and
ghazal singers, were compelled to eliminate the dance element from
their performance. It was inevitable, then, that the very first artists
recorded by the Gramophone Company in 1902 were two little-known
nautch dancers named Sashi Mukhi and Fani Bala, who worked for
new theatre in Calcutta (Dasgupta 1998). The famous women singers
of the early twentieth century like Gauhar Jan, Janaki Bai, Zohra Bai,

Malka Jan, Barimoti Bai, Rasunlal Bai, Siddeswari Devi and Akhtari
Bai also came from the so-called ‘sinful’ nautch tradition, w
Arts Revival and Orientalist Discourse

The Bengal Renaissance or nabajagoran led to an arts revival in India.
The ideas of purification, reform and national regeneration prompt
ed the nationalist, English-educated elite to hark back to the spiritual
roots of the nation’s past, which, they argued, resided in its traditions
of arts, aesthetics and culture. Calcutta had been the centre of
Oriental scholarship and education since the establishment of the
Asiatic Society. Institutions like the Fort William College and the
Serampore Mission (under Governor Wellesley) prompted the growth
of cultural nationalism or the swadeshi movement in Bengal. Indian

nationalism is intricately tied to this period in Bengal’s history and the
arts revival movenient played a significant role in shaping the nation
alist ideology. As Tapati Guha-Thakurta explains:

The yawning gap between the past and the present was sought
to be bridged by the indigenous initiatives in ‘superior’ forms
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of art practice, and in the production of new ‘authentic’ forms
of knowledge on Indian art. The past, as a symbol of the
nation’s autonomous history and civilizational lineage, had to
prepare the way for a present in which tradition and modern
ized knowledge would together frame a new national self
(1996: 63).
The Orientalist and nationalist project of arts revival in Bengal was
led by Abanindranath Tagore who, under the influence of E. B. Havell
(who became the superintendent of the Government School of Art in

1896), revolutionized the approach to art in India. The new
Orientalists (as they came to be known), under the leadership of
Havell and Tagore, reclaimed ‘Indian arts and antiquities’ as ‘Indian
art and aesthetic’. The significance of this reformulation lay in the fact

that Indian art was no longer in the realm of mere technical expertise
but elevated to the realm of ‘aesthetic and spiritual empathy’ (ibid.).
Interestingly, as Guha-Thakurta points out, Tagore’s ‘idealistic’ Indian
art negated the entire medieval and late medieval periods of Indian
art history (such as the Mughal and Pahari court paintings) from
which he borrowed heavily: a fascinating contradiction in neo

Orientalist and nationalist recasting of Indian art: ‘Whatever his own
choices in practice, Abanindranath’s entire construct of the “idealistic”
character of Indian art was such that it could never make room for the

“secular” court painting traditions of the Mughal and Pahari schools
on the same level as the “religious” genres of Buddhist and Hindu art’
(ibid.: 87).
This is a critical point as this ideological distancing also margin
alized the nautch (which was a continuation of the North Indian court
tradition) and its reinvention as ‘classical’ Kathak. I will now turn
briefly to the national history of dance revival to analyse how the
Orientalists and nationalists resurrected a pan-Indian classical dance
from the ‘debased’ nautch tradition by basing the revival on a

Sanskritized Vedic culture. The new impetus in this regard came from
the discovery of the Natyashastra in 1865 by Edward Hall, followed by
several other discoveries of its chapters in France, England and
Germany. The publication of the text in the 1890s by Sylvian Levi and
Pandits Shivadatta and Kashinath Pandurang Purab popularized it
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nationally and internationally (for an elaboration, see Meduri 1996).
The divine Hindu origin of dance in India was irrevocably established
by the ancient text of Natyashastra, written some time in the second
century ad, presumably by the sage Bharata Muni. Ananda K.
Coomaraswamy, the renowned art historian and Orientalist, was
instrumental in placing dance at the centre of the arts revival move
ment in India. As Meduri (ibid.; 185) and others have pointed out,
Coomaraswamy’s Dance of Shiva: Fourteen Indian Essays (1957), was cru
cial in establishing the spiritual roots and antiquity of dance in Indian
culture. Thus, the arts revival of the 1920s and 1930s was shaped by
the nationalist imagination of a ‘pure’ and ‘sacred’ tradition that could
not include the Calcutta baijis or the devadasis in the project of nation
building.

Ruth St Denis and Madame Menaka
The cultural interaction between the East and the West not only
shaped the nationalist ideology of India, but also helped refashion the
traditional aesthetics of indigenous dance genres like the nautch or
Kathak. The two important figures whose contributions in the 1920s
and 1930s helped elevate Kathak to a respectable classical status were
Ruth St Denis and Madame Menaka. Their interest in nautch brought
national and international attention to a dance form that had become
associated with feudal debauchery and prostitution. At the same time,
it silenced the actual practitioners of the dance like the tawaifs, the
nautch girls and baijis.
The Orient and its exotic dancing girls had captured the imagi
nation of the West from the early nineteenth century onwards. For
instance, La Bayadere, initially choreographed by Fillipo Tagglioni in
1830, was later taken up by the famous French choreographer and
dancer Marius Petipa in 1877 (Khokar 1997). Between 1906 and 1915,
Ruth St Denis, who was attracted to the ethos of Hindu spirituality,
created several dances based on her vision of the spiritual East, of
which one was called Nautch Dancer (Coorlawala 1992: 144). She visit
ed India in the 1920s in her search for ‘oriental dance’, much like
Anna Pavlova and la Meri. But, when she arrived in India, the antinautch campaign had already demoralized and delegitimized indige
nous dance practices like the nautch in the North and East, and Sadir
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in the South, In fact, Uttara Asha Coorlawala (ibid.) writes that St
Denis’s inquiries were greeted by ‘silence’ and ‘embarrassment’. After
much persuasion, St Denis was taken to see Bachwa Jan (a famous
nautch dancer of the time) in her salon in Calcutta (ibid.). Although
not much is known about the interaction between these two famous
dancers from very different cultures, their mutual admiration can be
gathered from the fact that Bachwa Jan came to see the Denishawn
Company (the dance company led by Ruth St Denis and Ted Shawn)
when they performed in Calcutta, and even went backstage. Among
the many exotic cultures that were presented by the Denishawn
Company, the most significant piece was on the nautch and it received
rave reviews. Ahmed Alley, writing for The Rangoon Daily News,
described the performance;
The Indian Nautch, with Miss St. Denis and the Denishawn
dancers, was a brilliant presentation, and deserves the fullest
credit. The costuming was replete with a wealth of detail, that
reminded one of the nautch girls of Lucknow and Agra. Miss
Denis [sic] is assuredly the greatest Western exponent of
Indian dancing that one has yet seen in the East (quoted in
ibid.: 137).
The poet-laureate Rabindranath Tagore, who at that time was try
ing to find a new language for the traditional dances of India, was so
moved by seeing the Denishawn production in Calcutta that he invit
ed St Denis to teach at his university in Santiniketan (Kothari 1989).
Interestingly, Coorlawala notes the differences in the portrayal of
nautch by St Denis before and after she visited India. According to her,
St Denis’s earlier construction of the nautch was that of a romanti
cized, spiritual heroine, keeping very much in tune with the exotic
Orient, whereas her later construction was much more sympathetic
and realistic—showing the girls as street performers soliciting alms
(Coorlawala 1992). Perhaps it was because of this later representation
of the nautch dancers as secular, professional performers and not as
sacred Hindu priestesses that St Denis’s contribution towards reviving
Kathak as a respectable dance form remains unnoticed. Coorlawala’s
observation in this regard is noteworthy:
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It is now understandable that Rukmini Devi (an important
nationalist and the key figure in reviving sadir as Bharatanatyam,
the dance of India), with her concern for propriety, preferred not
to acknowledge the art of St Denis, for it highlighted the stigma
that Rukmini Devi was to ‘purge’ from the dance even as it was
being renamed a national art—‘Bharata’ means India. When
Pavlova’s performances in India followed those of Denishawn a
year later, her art was not controversial. She brought to India the
ethereal impact of her ‘Dying Swan’, which corresponded with
the spiritual image that Indian reconstructions were claiming for
their own art forms (ibid.: 143).

The person who is directly responsible for purging the social stig
ma of prostitution from nautch was Leila Sokhey, known as Madame
Menaka in the dance world. Madame Menaka, inspired by Ruth St
Dennis and Anna Pavlova, took it upon herself to refashion nautch as
a modern artistic expression. Born of an English mother and an
Indian barrister father, Madame Menaka grew up in Calcutta in a lib
eral, upper-class, respectable family and saw many bai-nautches
(Kathak soirees) during festivities and ceremonies. She was especially
impressed by the Nanua-Bachwa sisters, who were very popular in
Calcutta. Although Menaka was exposed to other classical forms such
as Bharatanatyam, she was attracted to the nautch repertoire because
it was less codified than the other classical forms and allowed freedom
of expression and improvisation (Joshi 1989). Moreover, like many other
classical forms, the mimetic style of the dance was not literary (that is,
tied to the textual narrative), and it allowed room for exciting and com
plex rhythmic possibilities (ibid.). As has been discussed earlier, the
Kathak style of dancing and singing associated with thumris and ghazals
was developed primarily by the tawaifs and bajis—in the royal courts and
in the baithaks of the Bengali babus—in which the deep emotions associ
ated with sringararasa were expressed through various gestures and facial
expressions, often from seated positions.
Interestingly, Madame Menaka never actually used thumris and
ghazals in her musical compositions. Discarding the traditional lehra
(a cyclical metrical scale) to which Kathak was usually danced, she
retained the rhythm and tabla beats with an innovative integration of
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North Indian classical ragas (structured melody), thereby removing all
association with the thumri and ghazal genres. She also worked with
professional musicians to create orchestral compositions in North
Indian classical music, which included instruments like the sarod,
shehnai, tabla, pakhwaj, ghantu, xylophone and clappers (ibid.).
Thus, her orchestral compositions fearlessly broke from the tradition
al musical accompaniments like the sarangi and esraj. I should note
here that Madame Menaka was an accomplished musician who
appeared on concert stage in London before she turned to dance. 1 *
Inspired by Ruth St Denis and Anna Pavlova, and trained by male
gurus or teachers in the technique of Kathak, Madame Menaka intro
duced Western sensibilities of choreography, musical compositions
and stage techniques in her productions. Her status in society allowed
her to reverse the relationship of the guru-shishya parampara, *2
where disciples reside with gurus to gain knowledge (see Chapter 5)—
her first teacher. Pandit Sitaram Prasad of the Lucknow gharana, trav
elled from Calcutta to Bombay (where Madame Menaka lived after
her marriage to a doctor) to teach her (ibid.). She also trained with
Achchan Maharaj, Lachchu Maharaj and Pandit Baijnath Mishra,
among others. 13 By training with so many teachers, Madame Menaka
again broke the traditional norm of student-teacher relationship asso
ciated with the guru-shishya parampara, where the student learns
from one teacher for most of her lifetime and develops a lifelong rela
tionship with that teacher (see Chapter 5 for an elaboration).
In her dance compositions, Madame Menaka used the technique
of nautch/Kathak but, keeping with the ideology of nationalist arts
revival, she used the narratives of Sanskrit dramas. Her first produc
tion, Krishnalila was in 1934, in the format of a dance-drama, based on
the legend of the Hindu deities Radha and Krishna and in which she
used interpretive gestures from Kathak and abhinaya. The costumes
for this production resembled seventeenth-century Rajput miniature
paintings and Damayanti Joshi writes that Menaka imbibed the nazakat,
or the grace and delicacy of the Lucknow gharana, in her choreogra
phy (ibid.). Madame Menaka’s second production was Deva Vijaya Nritya
based on the Puranic Hindu legend of Shiva and Mohini. She collabo
rated with her guru Lachchu Maharaj to produce Menaka Lasyam in
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1938, the story of which was a prelude to the well-known Sanskrit
drama Shakuntala. In her production of the dance-drama Malavika
Agnimitram in 1939, she combined other classical forms with Kathak.
Madame Menaka also choreographed many solos, duets and group
dances such as Panghat Nritya, Holi, Usha Nritya and Pavan Nritya. The
music for these works was orchestra-based and the costumes and set
designs were heavily influenced by art connoisseurs of the time such
as art historian Karl Khandalawala, art critic Kanhaiyalal Vakil and
artists from Santiniketan like Manish Dey (ibid.). Not surprisingly, all
these men were associated with the Indian arts movement and/or the
arts renaissance in Bengal. As 1 have mentioned earlier, the revival of
the Sanskrit arts and aesthetics of ancient India was intrinsic to the
arts revival. Thus, Madame Menaka drew her inspiration from the
Sanskrit dance-dramas and aesthetics based on the Natyashastra and
Abhinaya Darpan, which she presented with the modern accoutrements
of Western concert dance such as stage lighting, costumes, orchestral
music and choreography.
Madame Menaka rose to national and international significance
as a choreographer between the years 1935 and 1938. She worked
with famous impresarios for launching her troupe (Menaka Indian
Ballet) in India, Southeast Asia and Europe. Her first prestigious
award came at the International Dance Olympics in Berlin in 1936.
Joshi (ibid.) writes that although Uday Shankar, the famous Indian
dancer, had already toured Europe, this was perhaps the first interna
tional dance event to feature an Indian troupe and the first time the
West was exposed to Kathak. The Menaka Indian Ballet was billed
together with Mary Wigman (ibid.) and the reviews were full of praise
and enthusiasm. The eminent critic Arnold Haskell wrote: ‘Madame
Menaka has been undertaking a cultural work of vast importance,
collecting and preserving in purest possible form the great wealth of
tradition that lies in Indian dancing—It was immediately obvious,
though the technique and background were unknown to us, that
we were watching dancing of the finest quality, a vigorous national
expression’ (quoted in ibid.: 29). Many other reviews appearing in the
European press were equally congratulatory:
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Menaka, a high-caste Indian Brahmin, and her dance troupe
are presently touring Europe and the various states of Germany.
The audience was spellbound by their fascinating performance
at the Dortmund City Theatre on Sunday evening, which was a
recreation of the wonderland of ancient Indian mythology. This
was dance that gave insight into the beginning of time and cre
ation. It captivated the senses and stirred the soul and left one
under magic spell . . . (Blecmann, Westfalische Landezeitung,
Dortmund, 16 March 1936; quoted in ibid.; 45).

Damayanti Joshi (a student of Madame Menaka’s) was the first to
write in detail about her teacher’s life and work. Her book contains
valuable information about the Menaka Indian Ballet’s itinerary in
Europe, reviews in the press, her school Nrityalayam and many rare
photographs from the author’s personal collection. Joshi writes that
Madame Menaka’s holistic approach to dance included an introduc
tion to the English language and training in physical education. She
introduced a rigorous training curriculum in Nrityalayam, the institu
tion she founded in 1941 in Khandala. Interestingly, most of the male
members of her school came from the traditional gharanas of Kathak,
whereas the female members and students belonged to respectable,
middle-class families. Madame Menaka’s selective appropriation of the
traditional practice of nautch and her distancing of it from the tawaif
culture and the secular court traditions imbued Kathak with ‘spiritual
ity’ and an ‘essential’ Indian identity—^very much like Abanindranath
Tagore’s refashioning of Indian art (see Guha-Thakurta 1996).
The arts revival movement or the cultural renaissance recontextu
alized Indian dance with an essentialized identity of the Orient. The
bearers of the ‘spiritual identity’ of the Orient were the elite, upper
caste women; the traditional dancing girls like the baijis or nautch
girls were delegitimized as the bearers of Indian cultural tradition.
During this time, many women of educated, upper-caste families took
up dancing as a profession. Among Kathak dancers, the Pooviah sis
ters in Bombay (see Kothari 1997b; 41-9) and Sadhana Bose in
Calcutta, famous for her dancing in the film Rajnartaki, assumed
prominence. Ironically, the latter was the granddaughter of the
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renowned social reformer Keshub Chandra Sen, who had campaigned
vigorously against the nautch dancers. The Sanskrit dance-drama for
mat of Kathak pioneered by Madame Menaka became an important
feature of All India Dance seminars and All India Drama seminars.
For the first All India Dance festival in Kotla in 1945, Achchan
Maharaj choreographed Brajlila and Kumara Sambhava (Kothari
1989). The dance-drama also became a staple dance presentation for
mat of Kathak institutions in Delhi. Nirmala Joshi, a leading disciple
of Madame Menaka’s, started the Delhi School of Hindustani Music
where Achchan Maharaj taught Kathak and it is she who brought
Shambhu Maharaj from Lucknow to teach at the Bharatiya Kala
"Kendra, renamed the Kathak Kendra in 1952. The Bharatiya Kala
Kendra started producing dance-dramas, called ‘dance ballets’. The
first one, Malati Madhav, was performed during the National Dance
Festival in 1959 with Kumudini Lakhia playing the role of the heroine
Malati. The Sangeet Natak Akademi was established by the
Government of India in 1953.
The obvious parallels between the revival of Kathak and other
forms such as Bharatanatyam lie in their reformulation as national
classical dances of India. The revivalists homogenized the regional
histories of dance forms by claiming the Natyashastra as their common
source and repressed the history of the pre-colonial and colonial prac
titioners like the tawaif/baiji and the devadasi, who were dismissed as
prostitutes. 14 This particular reformulation of classical dance gave the
modern Indian nation a linear progressive history, uninterrupted by
historical variation (see Chakravorty 1998). When we look at
Bharatanatyam today, we see that it lives in the form popularized by
Rukmini Devi Arundale, a key nationalist and revivalist who renamed
it from Sadir. However, Madame Menaka’s name and her contribution
in reviving Kathak and introducing modern choreographic interpre
tations to its repertoire remain marginal. This is partly due to her
untimely death and the disintegration of her institution Nrityalayam,
and largely due to the fact that Kathak was firmly institutionalized at
the centre (Delhi) as a patrilineal and patriarchal practice of gharanedar gurus who never acknowledged women practitioners of the
past as gurus, teachers, co-creators or pioneers.

FROM NAUTCH TO CLASSICAL KATHAK

Keeping with the dominant national ideology of modern India,
Kathak is now primarily a patriarchal tradition which traces its origin
to the brahman kathaka caste, with a brief link to the high culture of
the Mughal courts [see Khokar (1963), Kothari (1989) and others for
such a reformulation], Shambhu Maharaj, the most famous exponent
of the Lucknow gharana, Achchan Maharaj and, later, Birju Maharaj,
who were brought to Delhi to teach at national Kathak institutions, estab
lished the link between past and present, forming a ‘civilizational line
age’. The modern architects of Kathak like Madame Menaka were
deemed marginal compared to the gharanedars who were considered the
official bearers of the nation’s history and timeless tradition. The elite
and upper-middle class women now had to recognize the authority of the
male guru who had to be served from a subservient position according to
the guru-shishya parampara. Sunil Kothari, whose book on Kathak
champions the male patriarchal lineages, especially of the Lucknow gha
rana, writes: ‘After the classical dances received a new lease of life in the
wake of nationalism and revival, the old masters were once again discov
ered with a view to re-establish them in society as the repositories of art,
and who in turn can pass on the precious knowledge following the gurushishya parampara through institutions’ (1989: 179).
In post-independence India, the various organs of the state
helped canonize the patriarchal nationalist narrative of Kathak and
other Indian dance styles (Chakravorty 2000). The history of the bainautches in nineteenth-century Bengal became a footnote in the
national history of Kathak dance. 15
KATHAK IN THE NEW GLOBAL MODERNITY

The new phase of East-West cultural interaction in India that still con
tinues is different from the colonial phase. It is linked to the econom
ic reforms of the last two decades which have ushered in a new global
phase in classical Indian dance and Kathak within the context of what
South Asian cultural theorist Arjun Appadurai has termed ‘public
modernity’ (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1995). In brief, here are
some of the significant points of this current phase (which I will dis
cuss in detail in the next chapter). Kathak continues to be a popular
dance form in Calcutta although, over the years, it has successfully dis-
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tanced itself from its close association with nautch. The central gov
ernment has played a critical role in this process. However, many
women dancers (trained by male gharanedar gurus in the 1940s and
1950s) have also helped legitimize the dance as a respectable practice
for middle-class women by their lifelong dedication to the art. In
recent years, the West Bengal State Music Academy (established in
1982) has taken considerable initiative in disseminating Kathak by
organizing workshops and competitions under renowned gurus for
nominal fees. Moreover, private organizations like the Padatik Dance
Centre and the Anamika Kala Sangam in Calcutta have played a vital
role in promoting Kathak to a large cross-section of the population in
the city and its surroundings.
Owing to the structural (or liberalizing economic) reforms in
India since the mid-1980s, the growth of consumer culture and elec
tronic media has ushered in a new phase in Kathak and other classi
cal dance styles. The new forces of the global market and mass media
are currently reinventing the nationalist narrative of Kathak in multi
ple and contrasting ways. ‘Innovation’ is now the popular buzzword in
classical dance parlance that encapsulates the emergent multiple
trends in Kathak (detailed in Chapter 5). The nationalist narrative of
Kathak and other classical styles is rapidly breaking down with patron
age coming from both the private and the public sector (discussed in
Chapter 3). Dance programmes on cable networks now offer a new
medium for aspiring young professional dancers to showcase their tal
ent. These commercial programmes are often an eclectic blend of rap,
disco, break, Indian folk and classical genres punched into what is now
Bollywood dance. Many fashion shows, music and film award func
tions have Hindi film icons gyrating to popular Bollywood songs.
These programmes are gradually replacing the classical dance per
formances as they are attractive to a burgeoning Westernized, urban,
middle-class audience which is becoming increasingly resistant to
watching mundane classical programming on national television
channels or at public festivals. Among classical dancers, ‘innovation’
within tradition is the new catchword to attract the new kind of audi
ence. The word captures the spirit of the shifting terrain where India’s
new modernity is being renegotiated.

FROM NAUTCH TO CLASSICAL KATHAK

Notes
1 The intermediate town was largely inhabited by Eurasians (prod
ucts of native and British marriages or liaisons, Armenians, Jews
and some Muslims).

2 The 1901 Census indicates that there were only 10,000 British in
a total city population of 5,77,066 (Sarkar 1997: 162).
3 The banias were usually engaged as middlemen, involved in the
transfer of goods from the native producers to the British traders.
The diwans acted as intermediaries in revenue collection and judi
cial administration.

4 Pran Nevile also documents the idealization of the nautch girls in
many British memoirs of this time: James Forbes in his Oriental
Nlemoir (1813) remembers the nautch girls as extremely delicate in
the person, soft and regular in their features, with a form of per
fect symmetry, and although dedicated from infancy to this pro
fession, they in general preserve a decency and modesty in their
demeanour, which is more likely to allure than the shameless
effrontery of similar characters in other countries’ (1996: 52-3).
5 The description is very much identifiable with a typical Kathak
performance today, which begins leisurely with subtle body and
hand movements and gestures (thaat} and then, with increasing
crescendo, proceeds to complex arm movements and footwork
(tora, tukra mAparan), culminating in total immersion of the body
in rhythm through rapid footwork (tatliar). See Chapter 5 for
details.

6 According to various Sanskrit dance treatises, the technique of
dance is divided into three distinct categories: natya, nritya and
nrtta. Natya corresponds to drama, nritya to mime or expressive
movement performed to song and nrtta to pure dance where the
movements of the body do not express any particular emotion.
Gatbhavaibhao is narrative development that uses facial expres
sions, body movements and gait without any text. Its emphasis is
on etching particular characters. The fullest blossoming of gatbhava is found in abhinaya expressed thorough songs. The abhinaya
or bhas/ajbhao belongs to the category of nritya.
7 The Hindu College, the first major institution for higher educa
tion following a Western model, was established in 1817.
8 Devadasis were particularly prominent in the temples of the
South, especially in Tanjore. However, the custom was also preva-
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lent in the temple of Jujuri in Maharashtra, where they were
known as murlis, in temples in Goa, where they were called
bayaderes or naikins, in the temple of Mahakala in Ujjain and in the
Jagannath temple in Puri, Orissa, where they were called maharis
(Sundar 1995).

9 For the impact of the anti-nautch movement on the devadasi tra
dition of East India, see Marglin (1985). For the effects of the antinautch campaign on the devadasi institution in South India, see
Srinivasan (1985) and Meduri (1996).
10 Dasgupta (1998) reports that Gaisber (the recording engineer of
the Gramophone Company) had to depend on artists of the Parsi
and Bengali stage for recording songs. The popularity of women
recording artists during this time is noteworthy, and the most
prominent among them—Gauhar Jan—remains popular even
today. Similarly, the Bengali stage was known to attract women
from the ranks of prostitutes during this period. The life of Nati
Binodini (a famous theatre personality of this time) exemplifies
this particular historical reality (see Bhattacharya 1993).

11 Madame Menaka was initially educated at Loreto School in
Darjeeling and later, when she was barely 10, admitted into St
Paul’s Girl School, London.
12 The guru-shishya parampara is a special student-teacher appren
tice system. This was the traditional method of imparting knowl
edge and can be traced back to the Vedas.
13 Pandit Sitaram Prasad was a contemporary of Achchan Maharaj.
The latter and Lachchu Maharaj were brothers of the legendary
Shambhu Maharaj of the Lucknow gharana.
14 Dance historian Mandrakanta Bose (1998) argues that the
Nartanimaya, a book written by Pundarika Vitthala of Akbar’s
court, is the earliest textual source for Kathak, and not the
Natyashastra.

15 Some sections of this chapter were published in Culture Studies: An
Introduction for Indian Readers (ed. Nilanjana Gupta, 2004).

PUBLIC MODERNITY AND CLASSICAL KATHAK

The phrase ‘public modernity’ coined by Arjun Appadurai and Carol
Breckenridge (1995) provides the analytical grounding for looking at
the reconstruction of classical Indian dance, specifically Kathak, in the
domain of public culture. The changing notions of modernity are his
torically linked to the development of the public sphere. This chapter
broadly maps the discourse of modernity and the public sphere, relat
ing it to the evolution of Kathak. Two threads run through it: one, the
development of the public sphere as it relates to the formation of the
modern nation-state and, now, to globalization; two, transformations
in Kathak as they relate to changing patronage, media mediations and
aesthetic transformations. However, I will first engage with the emer
gence of the public sphere in Western Europe by linking it to the
notions of modernity and the Enlightenment project, and then
delinking it from this universal narrative of Euro-American history. In
other words, following Appadurai (1997; Appadurai and
Breckenridge 1995), I show that modernity today is no longer a pre
rogative of the West but a global phenomenon, experienced diversely
by people in different parts of the world. The new dimensions of
modernity as experienced in India are linked to economic reforms (or
liberalization), producing a transnational culture saturated with
media, images and texts, along with oppositional ideologies that
challenge its national, secular fabric. Competing global, national and
local political-economic forces are radically changing the older
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domain of public culture in India. These forces make culture, tradition
and identity central to the contestation of power among the country’s
diverse social formations. Classical Indian dance, revived as the
authentic representation of Indian tradition and national culture, is a
critical site for examining this ongoing socio-cultural transformation.
IN THEORY

The concept of public modernity is strongly tied to the expansion of
global capital and consumer culture in the late twentieth century.
However, it does not encourage a homogenized and an Americanized
world view. It is linked to changes in capitalist production and con
sumption from an earlier phase, leading to what social theorists have
identified as postmodernism or globalization (Harvey 1990; Jameson
1998). I will try to clarify these terms, starting with modernism in
Western Europe. However, my analysis does not highlight the
polemics on modernism or postmodernism (see Foster 1983) but
offers a general outline for contextualizing the emergence of public
modernity in India. At the onset, I want to clarify that modernism
and postmodernism are concerned with certain aesthetics or stylistic
choices, whereas modernity and postmodernity relate to specific his
torical periods. Although they are inextricably linked, this distinction
is important.
The notion of modernity and capitalist development was very
much a product of Western European history which, in turn, was
marked by the Enlightenment ideal of developing the spheres of sci
ence, morality and art according to their inner logic’ (Habermas
1983). This also meant industrialization, urbanization, mechaniza
tion, migration and the rise of the proletariat. David Harvey invokes
Jurgen Habermas to summarize the main features of this early phase
of modernity:

Although the term ‘modern’* has a rather more ancient history,
what Habermas (1983: 9) calls the project of modernity came
into focus during the eighteenth century. The project
amounted to an extraordinary intellectual effort on the part
of Enlightenment thinkers ‘to develop objective science, uni
versal morality and law, and autonomous art according to
their inner logic’. The idea was to use the accumulation of
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knowledge generated by many individuals working freely and
creatively for the pursuit of human emancipation and the
enrichment of daily life. The scientific domination of nature
promised freedom from scarcity, want, and the arbitrariness of
natural calamity. The development of rational forms of social
organization and rational modes of thought promised libera
tion from the irrationalities of myth, religion, superstition, a
release from the arbitrary use of power as well as from the
dark side of human nature. Only through such a project could
the universal, eternal, and the immutable qualities of all
humanity be revealed (1990; 12).

Thus, the emergence of modern subjectivity gets inextricably
linked to a Western ideology. Renaissance Italy, the Reformation
Movement in Germany, the French Revolution and the Enlightenment
ideal were all part of the same ideology. (For an insightful essay on the
Eurocentric diffusion of modernity, see Dussel 1998.) Therefore, the
crystallization of this modern subjectivity was found among
Enlightenment thinkers like Rousseau, Descartes, Kant and
Condcorcets, the overarching concern being the search for absolute
truth and universal freedom. Their ideas on human emancipation led
to the Romantic Movement pioneered by Shelly, Keats and Byron
(among others). The Romantics pursued the goal of pure aesthetic
freedom of expression and the ideas of‘radical subjectivism’, ‘untram
meled individualism’ and ‘search for individual self-realization’
became their mottos (Harvey 1990: 19). The Romantics were thus
directly instrumental in ushering in the concept of avant-garde artists
whose aesthetic intervention in cultural and political life marked the
emergence of‘high modernity’ in Europe (Habermas 1983).
The emergence of the public sphere has been intricately linked to
the arrival of the avant-garde. According to Habermas, the concept of
‘public’ is rooted in the development of ‘public opinion’ by artists and
literary critics of this time. It was their ‘rational-critical arguments’
and ‘authority of judgement’, nurtured initially by the free flow and
circulation of information in salons and cafes, that led to the develop
ment of the public sphere. The process was facilitated by the circula
tion of new publications like The Taller in London and pamphlets on
art criticism in Paris (Freitag 1991) and gradually developed into a
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public sphere that was autonomous from the state and which
Habermas (1983) describes as ‘a sphere which mediates between soci
ety and state, in which public organizes itself as the bearer of public
opinion’. However, the public sphere of eighteenth-century Europe
excluded all broad popular participation and was primarily a bour
geois, male domain (see discussions by Freitag 1991; Eley 1994). The
development of print capitalism and the other technological innova
tions that followed were critical in facilitating the free flow of infor
mation in the public sphere. Benedict Anderson (1983) shows how the
development of print capitalism, first in Europe and then in the rest
of the world, led to the rise of national consciousness—a crucial devel
opment for the shaping of the public sphere. In this context, Walter
Benjamin (1973) points out how the power to reproduce art and cre
ativity technologically through the invention of photography, films
and, later, radio helped disseminate knowledge to a mass audience.
Harvey notes the changes in capitalist production with the dawn of
modernity in Western Europe: ‘Modernism that emerged before the
First World War was more of a reaction to the new conditions of pro
duction (the machine, the factory, urbanization), circulation (the new
systems of transport and communications), and consumption (the rise
of mass markets, advertising, mass fashion)’ (1990: 23).
With the rise of the reading public, press and other media and
communication, the growth of a public sphere surrounding national
ist discourse emerged in Western Europe (see Eley 1994: 302-3). The
establishment of bourgeois democracy along the Enlightenment ide
ology of progress and emancipation initiated capitalist expansion in
the rest of the world. The search for new markets gradually led to the
domination of the Third World, again following the Enlightenment
ideals of progress and human freedom. The colonial project of domi
nation is thus seen to be part of the progress of modernity; its mission
was to civilize the ‘natives’ for their upliftment to modernity. The
socialist movement, with its focus on class struggle, challenged the
utopian progress of modernity for a while but the ideals of modernity
were appropriated in the anti-colonial nationalism and postcolonial
projects of nation-building. The triumph of modernity was marked by
the establishment of nation-states throughout the world (after the end
of the Second World War) as the dominant social form. National sov-
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ereignty in the decolonized nations was asserted by inventing a
national ‘imagined community’ to mark their cultural difference from
the colonial masters. In Thomas B. Hansen’s words:
With the gradual and disjunctive emergence of the modern
world, global processes expanded enormously and the explo
sion in communication technology rendered possible a qualita
tively new awareness of the global condition. This globalization
of modem practices took place along with the violent and
uneven expansion of dominance. The European ensuing pro
tracted and contradictory re-patriation and vernacularization
of modern discourses and institutions—mostly western in a
generic sense—produced widely differing modernities all over
the world (1996; 603).

Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno (1972) assert that the
crisis of modernity was felt throughout the twentieth century. Harvey
summarizes the crisis thus:
The belief in ‘linear progress, absolute tmths, and rational
planning of ideal social orders’ under standardized conditions
of knowledge and production was particularly strong. The
modernism that resulted was, as a result, ‘positivistic, techno
cratic, and rationalistic’ at the same time as it was imposed as
the work of an elite avant-garde of planners, artists, architects,
critics, and other guardians of high taste. The ‘modernization’
of European economics proceeded apace, while the whole
thmst of international politics of trade was justified as bring
ing a benevolent and progressive ‘modernization process’ to a
backward Third World (1990: 35).
The project of modernity established its hegemony by forging an
elite national domain of pubic sphere in the Third and the socialist
world (Chatterjee 1986, 1997). More recently, the end of the ‘cold war’
called for the end of the revolutionary theory of Marxism. Foucault’s
(1986) notion of micro-politics of power relations with its multiple foci
of resistance to domination replaced the utopian ideals of a mass rev
olution. This disjunction or break from an earlier hegemonic mod
ernist movement has been theorized as the postmodern movement
and its arrival in the Western world has been marked by the rise of
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‘aesthetic populism’. The celebration of the inauthentic, heteroge
neous, pastiche, the fleeting and fragmentary, has highlighted the
postmodern revolt against the canons of high modernity. As Jameson
observes: ‘If the ideas of a ruling class were once the dominant (or
hegemonic) ideology of bourgeois society, the advanced capitalist

countries today are now a field of stylistic, discursive heterogeneity
without a norm’ (1984: 65). He further argues that postmodernism is
nothing but the cultural logic of late capitalism where cultural pro
duction has become synonymous with commodity production: ‘What
has happened is that aesthetic production has become integrated
into commodity production generally: the frantic economic urgency

of producing fresh waves of even more novel-seeming goods (from
clothing to airplanes), at ever greater rates of turnover, now assigns an
increasingly essential structural function and position to aesthetic
innovation and experimentation’ (Jameson 1998: 56).
This new phase of capitalist production and consumption, articu
lated by the conflation of economics into culture, has affected geopol
itics in strange and unexpected ways. The most critical element of this

stage of capitalism (also termed as multinational capitalism by the
economist Ernest Mandel) has been the culture of globalization. Many
argue that this is nothing new; in fact, global routes existed as far back
as the Neolithic period (Wolf 1982). Moreover, colonialism itself was a
manifestation of the global expansion of capitalism. But, perhaps, as
Jameson sums up, what is new is the unprecedented expansion of

communication networks throughout the globe; the rapid assimilation
of various autonomous national markets into a single global sphere;
the integration of underdeveloped countries into the new global divi
sion of labour and the worldwide Americanization of culture into a
homogeneous standardization. However, globalization has also meant
a serious decentring of dominant Euro-American canons and a prolif
eration of cultural differences. Appadurai argues that ‘print capitalism’
has only been a modest precursor to the technological explosion of

communication and information today. He further develops the communicational scope of globalization by arguing that, due to the explosion
of mass media, this new age of global communication has ushered in
fundamental changes in the concept of the public sphere which was
rooted in Euro-American history. According to him, the global moder-
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nity of today is no longer bounded by Euro-American discourse nor
only by the narratives of the nation-state. The diasporic public sphere
of this global modernity is essentially autonomous, transient and
porous: ‘Public in this usage ceases to have any necessary or predeter
mined relationship to formal politics, rational communicative action,
print capitalism, or the dynamics of the emergence of a literate
bourgeoisie. Thus the term becomes emancipated from any specific
Euro-American master narrative and indicates an area of cultural
contestation in which modernity can become a diversely appropriated
experience’ (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1995: 5).
Further, Appadurai clarifies that the concept of public culture is
not representative of mass or popular culture. He envisions an arena
or cultural zone where, in a complex intersection, national, local and
global socio-political forces encounter and transform one another.
Thus, public modernity in India is not about the massification or stan
dardization of Indian culture, nor about resistance to some kind of

neocolonialism; it is about articulating the complex production of
locality within the dynamics of translocal or global forces (ibid.). The
main feature of this globalized public culture in India is the explosion
of print and electronic media and, consequently, the growth of a con
sumer society and culture that is associated with a sensory overload of
the visual field: it is replete with images of consumer products dis

played on billboards and in newspapers, magazines, television and
cinema. Purnima Mankekar argues that the visual density of the pub
lic sphere, with different mass-mediated images and consumer goods,
is an intertexual field:
The intertextual field constituted by mass media was saturated
with representations of commodities. Alluring photographs of

commodities were splashed across the pages of newspapers and
magazines. The enormous range of print media that thrived in
the 1980s was enhanced in the 1990[s] by the emergence of a
spate of lifestyle-oriented magazines devoted explicidy to the
consumption of new commodities newly available to Indians
with discretionary incomes (2004: 414).

The consumers in this new society of consumption come from the
expanding middle class with a sufficient quantity of disposable
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income. Although this is a time of upward mobility for many Indians
of different class/caste status, it also implies the marginalization of
those who cannot enter the new political economy of public life in
India. Appadurai describes the situation:

The political economy of public life in India thus involves a
complex interaction between the triangulated forces of the
middle classes of Indian cities, towns, and villages, the entre

preneurs involved in the culture industries, and various
organs of the state; all of these forces seek to maneuver
around, through, and with the agencies and forms of transna
tional cultural flows. India’s burgeoning public sphere is nei
ther entirely benign nor entirely democratic. Like other forms
of politics, it involves the marginalization of those who cannot
afford the price of entry into this world and those who prefer
to remain outside it (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1995: 10).

It is important, however, to reiterate that the ‘public’ here is not nec
essarily the literate, elite, male bourgeoisie (from Habermas’s legacy),
nor a homogeneous, bourgeois middle class of past national discourses
on India (for an elaboration, see the critique by Sarkar 1997) but,
rather, it includes different social groups, classes, castes, ethnic groups
and genders. This is central to my analysis of classical Indian
dance/Kathak whose practice now includes the provincial middle- and
lower-middle-class women in Calcutta and its surroundings. The
reconstruction of nautch as classical Kathak, invented during the
formative period of the hegemonic construction of Indian national cul
ture (see previous chapter), is now entering another critical phase. It
is being democratized in hitherto unprecedented ways by the forces of
‘public modernity’ in India and is being transformed into both
transnational and vernacular narratives.
NATIONAL HEGEMONY

State Patronage

The central government became the official patron of culture after
Independence. The social organization of dance and music shifted
from princely patronage (such as the gunijankhana or department of
virtuoso artists in Jaipur; Erdman 1992) to the Ministry of Education,
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Government of India. A few industrialists like the Birlas, the Tatas and
the Rams patronized the arts. The sahhas or music circles that
emerged in post-independence India as the cultural centres of the
nation’s cities became important venues for promoting artists by
organizing recitals, lecture demonstrations and seminars. They also
offered incentives such as cash awards and titles to pre-eminent and
emerging artists in order to promote the classical art forms. However,
the primary responsibility of protecting, preserving and promoting
India’s cultural heritage was taken up by the central government
which, following the Nehruvian vision of ‘unity in diversity’, took a
leading role in showcasing India’s cultural heritage. S. B. P. Roy,
President, All India Music Conference, made the following remark in
his foreword to the conference newsletter (24 December 1958): ‘The

resurgence of our ancient culture and desire to draw inspirations from
its traditions are both a cause and effect of our political freedom.’
Accordingly, centrally funded institutions like the Sangeet Natak
Akademi promoted dance by organizing seminars and festivals, and
by providing dancers with scholarships, programmes and funding.
Exponents of various classical forms were invited to serve on commit
tees for annual awards, and to teach in schools sponsored by the
Akademi. To serve the interest of dancers, a post of Assistant Secretary
for Dance was created within the administrative structure of the
Akademi (for details, see Erdman 1984).

The Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR), a separate
administrative body, was created and financed by the Ministry of
External Affairs. Its primary objective was to establish and continue
cultural relations between India and other countries. ICCR officials
were designated to select artists and performers to be sent abroad on
official delegations. The ‘Festival of India’ was introduced in the UK,
USA, France, Japan, Sweden, Germany, China and the former Soviet
Union to remove perceptions of Indian culture as fossilized and to high
light tradition and change (Singh 1998). Although they were designated
autonomous, the Sangeet Natak Akademi and the ICCR were depend

ent on government grants and were administered by government agents.
As a result, performing artists had to politically align themselves with the

central government. Owing to their proximity to the centre, it was the
Delhi-based artists who benefited most from this arrangement, leading
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to the emei^ence of a hierarchical system that reflected regional dispar
ities. The lack of professional art managers and coherent cultural poli
cies fragmented the institutions from their inception.

Kathak Kendra, one of the most important units of the Sangeet
Natak Akademi, became a constituent body of the Akademi in 1964.
To develop a unified standard of Kathak appreciation, several festi
vals, workshops and dance competitions were promoted. The new
dance standards set by the Sangeet Natak Akademi emphasized the
importance of traditional gurus and parampara, which also meant
subscribing to an old feudal order of patriarchy and subservience to
gurus. As famous Kathak exponent Uma Sharma wrote;

Gurus have been obstinate enough to allow neither them
selves nor their pupils to remold and refashion Kathak to suit
the changing needs of the times—it is heartbreaking to see
that some of the surviving Gurus continue to entertain the
medieval notion that an exacting personal dedication (tradi
tionally known as ‘Guru Seva’) is all that an aspirant needs to
have (1972: 18).
To develop a consensus narrative on classicism, standards of
Kathak appreciation were institutionalized at the Kathak Kendra in
Delhi.2 For instance, the prospectus of the Kathak Kendra (1995-96)
cited ‘defective initial training’ as one of the reasons for not accepting
an applicant to the Kendra with his or her peer group. This implied

that a student trained by some person outside the ambit of the Kendra
needed to be retrained in the basics. As a result, the different region
al inflections and the nuances of individual teachers of Kathak were
delegitimized by the gatekeepers of the Kathak Kendra (where power
was consolidated under gurus mostly of the Lucknow gharana) in
order to give the dance a monolithic identity.
To facilitate the further development of a consensus narrative
regarding the male gurukul tradition, the Kendra organized various
festivals and seminars, and provided scholarships to aspiring dancers.
The Kathak Kendra’s brochure (1995: 3) for the Kalka-Bindadin
Kathak Mahotsava (a festival celebrating the lineage of Kalka and
Bindadin Maharaj of the Lucknow gharana) notes:
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The Kendra has found from its experience that holding festi
vals is one of the most effective promotional activities. More
than a decade ago the Kendra organized a seminar on Kathak
dance, which was attended by all known gurus and front rank
ing dancers of the style. They were of the opinion that the

Kendra is like ‘the temple of Kathak’ and it should give rea
sonable opportunities to the deserving . . .
What emerged from the centralization of Kathak in Delhi was the
establishment of the lineage of Bindadin Maharaj of the Lucknow
gharana as the most prestigious Kathak gharana, with Birju Maharaj,
the son of Achchan Maharaj and the nephew of Shambhu Maharaj, as

its most authentic torchbearer and the ultimate authority and guru.
Although his designation was head of the dance faculty, he was con
sidered by many to be the true director of Kathak Kendra
(Venkataraman 1996: 40). Many Kathak artists who were also trained
by Shambhu Maharaj were marginalized because of the authority vest

ed by the central government solely in Birju Maharaj. For instance.
Pandit Bachanlal Mishra, a Kathak artist in Calcutta, who was trained
by the late Ramnarayan Mishra (a well-known disciple of Shambhu
and Achchan Maharaj), calls his dance ‘traditional Kathak of Lucknow
gharana’ and in a recent performance in Calcutta, he demonstrated
Kathak hand gestures {hastak) and parans (rhythmic structures com
posed as poetry) that were the hallmark of the Lucknow gharana in
the past. Calcutta-based Kathak artists like Bandana Sen, who were
disciples of Shambhu Maharaj, contend that much footwork has gone
out of Lucknow gharana Kathak (personal communication 1998).

Sushil Kumar Saxena (1990) writes that the most prominent Kathak
festival, the Kalka-Bindadin Mahotsava, was initially conceived to
assemble male masters of different gharanas to resolve what they con
sidered the ‘conflicting elements’ in Kathak—in other words, its stylistic
variations. However, due to the predominance of the Lucknow gharana,
this resulted in the homogenization and standardization of the stylistic
differences between different gharanas and the nuances of individual
artists. Mekhala Natavar has detailed how the technique of Kathak is
being codified following the dictates of Birju Maharaj. Describing the
seminar on hastas, held at the Kathak Kendra in April 1993 to codify the
improvised hand gestures, she writes:
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The greatest problem with this print-oriented codification of

movements was that the information that would become
accepted as ‘the right way’ to do a gesture was being dictated
by one man and his own style. After the book has been pub
lished, the improvisational and multi-variegated styles pres
ent in Kathak will probably wane or, even worse, [be] labeled
as ‘incorrect’ if they differ from Maharaj-ji’s style. In this way,
other individual and regional styles may become delegit

imized (1997: 199-200).
The marginalization of the Jaipur gharana (the other prominent
Kathak school) within the Kendra also has a long history, explains
Keshav Kothari (the former secretary of the Sangeet Natak Akademi
and one-time director of the Kathak Kendra) in an interview.
According to him, ‘[TheJJaipur gharana was never more than an alsoran in the Kendra’. The prime reason for this, he argues, was the lack
of a charismatic leader among the Jaipur gharana exponents, except
for the late Durgalal (Venkataraman 1996: 39). However, it is well
known that Durgalal, a brilliant Kathak dancer, faced serious political
problems with the power-brokers in Delhi during his short tenure as a
star Kathak artist before his untimely death (Venkataraman 1990: 19).
It is no surprise, then, that in an official video produced by ICCR to
represent Kathak (‘Classical Dances of India: Kathak’), archived in the
library of the Sangeet Natak Akademi, the only performers featured
are Birju Maharaj and his most prominent disciple Saswati Sen.
In an effort to decentralize the power structures in Delhi, the cen

tral government created a separate Department of Culture in the
Ministry of Human Resource and Development in 1985. It had eight
government organizations under its jurisdiction and was accountable

for 39 other cultural institutions spread throughout the country
(Singh 1998: 55). In the same year. Zonal Cultural Centres (ZCCs)
were established for covering cultural initiatives in every state and
union territory, with an emphasis on the creative development of the
performing and plastic arts. These centres were conceived as outreach
institutions for ordinary people from different regions of India and for
celebrating cultural plurality and diversity (ibid.). As part of the ZCC,
the Eastern Zone of Culture—consisting of Assam, Bihar, Manipur,
Orissa, Sikkim, Tripura, West Bengal and the Andaman and Nicobar
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Islands—^was established in 1985-86 (Coorlawala 1994: 209). The
West Bengal State Music Academy (Rajya Sangeet Akademi) was estab

lished in 1982 as a special section of the Information and Cultural
Affairs Department of the Government of West Bengal (in its capital
city Calcutta). Its primary goal was the promotion of dance and music
(defined as the ‘age old tradition in classicism’) in the state and at the
district level. As explained in its programme brochure for the Uday
Shankar Nrityotsav (1996-97, co-sponsored by the Academy and
organized by the West Bengal State Music Academy, the Eastern Zonal
Cultural Centre and the West Bengal Dance Group Federation):

Dance has always been a subject of parallel interest and the
Academy has vested it with an equal importance as with
music. Since the time of its inception, dance has been a regu
lar subject of the Academy’s Annual Music Competitions; cash
awards and stipends are allotted for the successful dance com
petitors who are also offered to join a special long-term train
ing course at the Academy. (Kathak and Creative Dance are
the two disciplines so far on which such training is imparted
free of cost.) Dance items are among the regular features of
cultural programs organized by the Academy both in Calcutta
and at district towns.

For instance, during the summers of 1997 and 1998, I attended
Kathak workshops conducted by Birju Maharaj at Padatik, a leading
Kathak centre in Calcutta. I also interviewed several young adults
attending the workshops during this period, many of who had travelled
from distant parts of Bengal, such as Siliguri, Burnpur and Srirampur,
to participate. The information about the workshop was distributed
through flyers, newspapers, billboards and brochures. The seniors (age
group 19-28 years) paid Rs 600 and the juniors (age group 12-18 years)
paid Rs 300 for enrollment.^ Many had to arrange for hotel accommo
dation in the city. Maliya Pyne of Burnpur was spending the hardearned money of her mother, who is a widow and works as a seamstress,

to participate in the workshop. Mrinmoyi Das, a sociology student from
Maida, was paying her fee with money earned from offering private

tuition. Priyadarshini Chatteijee, an aspiring student of hotel manage
ment from Asansol, was participating because her home town lacked the
facilities for advancing her knowledge of Kathak. There were many
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Other women with many different stories to tell. Altogether more than
200 dancers of different age groups, training under 52 different
gurus, participated; the latter in a special session for further perfect

ing their art.
The atmosphere of the workshop, held in a large basement at
Padatik, was that of a holy pilgrimage. The dancers (and some of their
parents) endured long hours in the scorching summer afternoons
waiting for Birju Maharaj—the legend of Lucknow gharana (and also

the recipient of the most prestigious award given by the Indian gov
ernment, the Padmavibhushan) to instruct them. Many of the partici
pants had never seen ‘Maharajji’ except on television. The charismatic
dance maestro usually appeared clad in a simple cotton punjabi (loose,
long shirt), exuding the power of a god-man. People gathered for his
darshan and to receive his ashirvaad (blessing). As Bhaswati
Brahmachari, a 16-year-old dancer from Nadia district in Bengal,
remarked breathlessly: ‘I have come all the way just for Maharajji.’
The dance competitions that followed the workshops for two consecu
tive days were organized by Padatik and carried cash awards of Rs
5,000, 2,000 and 1,500. The events were sponsored by the West

Bengal State Music Academy and the private cultural circle Anamika
Kala Sangam. The competitions were fierce, the presenters were mostly
women and their presentation styles were very similar. It was obvious
from looking at the performances that most participants had been
trained in the dominant Lucknow gharana style of Kathak.
The gradual dissemination of Kathak via various state initiatives
helped popularize the dance among a large cross-section of the popu
lation, primarily women, cutting across class, caste and linguistic demar
cations. Herein lies an interesting paradox: it is evident that even
though the national public culture of post-independence India was
hegemonic in its representation of Kathak as a male patriarchal tradi

tion, both the central and regional governments played key roles in
democratizing Kathak among a large cross-section of women. Media,
especially television, played a crucial role in this democratizing process.
State Television

The development of state television (Doordarshan) for ‘education,
information and entertainment’ further reinforced the state’s role as
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the official patron of culture. It is necessary to begin with the fact that
the birth of Doordarshan in 1959 was integral to the larger nationalist
project of building a modern nation-state. The ‘holy triad’ of public
service broadcasting—education, information and entertainment—^was
reiterated by the various committees formed by the government to
design guidelines for Doordarshan programming (Gupta 1998: 35;
also see Ninan 2000). Although Doordarshan had the lofty goals of
maintaining ‘territorial integrity, national integration, secularism,
maintenance of public order, and upholding the dignity and prestige

of Parliament, state legislatures and the judiciary’, not until 1982 did
it attain any significance as the government’s pre-eminent media
organization (Ninan 2000: 8). In 1982, Doordarshan introduced the
nationwide coverage called the ‘National Programme’ which connected
Delhi to other states and which had the explicit goal of disseminating
news, information and entertainment for forging a ‘modern national
culture’ (Mankekar 1999). The mid-1980s to the early 1990s saw the
dramatic expansion of television transmitters to various parts of the
country in a renewed attempt to create a pan-Indian national culture.
Television’s main intent and function was to disseminate nationalist
themes and social messages—‘high culture’—in order to educate the
general population and raise theif cultural tastes and values. Classical
Indian dance and music thus found a regular platform as exemplars
of authentic and national Indian culture. The various regional dance
styles such as Bharatanatyam, Kathak, Odissi and Manipuri became

symbols of ‘unity in diversity’, forming the backbone for a pan-Indian
national ideology. Folk dances were also presented but the emphasis
was on classical traditions and the promotion of ‘high culture’.
Thus Kathak, as a significant element of the classical heritage,
became a staple dance offering. The National Programme served as the
forum to present artists from various states, thereby promoting a unified
Indian national identity. A new dance presentation format emerged
where elegant women dressed in saris provided pre-performance expla
nations in both Hindi and English. The execution of mudras (gestures)
while offering verbal explanations also became a routine feature of clas
sical dances (O’Shea 2002). Although this often helped a hitherto

unknown artist to grace the national stage, the elitist posturing of these
programmes was considered by many as the central government’s
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attempt to impose a North Indian Hindi culture on the rest of the
nation.

The Hindi and English telecasts do not appeal to the vernac
ular speakers of many regions. The kind of Hindi sanctioned
by Doordarshan is seen as artificial and difficult, thus result
ing in alienation even among Hindi speakers. Thus, instead of
uniting the nation, the Hindi and English newscasts often
seem to create an opposite effect of reaction and perpetuate a
sense of cultural domination of elitist English and chauvinist
Hindi groups (Gupta 1998: 31).
Many complained that the display of classical dances on television
had limited aesthetic appeal since the participatory and improvisatory
nature of classical dances was lost before an invisible television audi
ence (Prahlad 1997: 296-8). Moreover, the lack of imaginative camera
work and hackneyed studio settings further negated the aesthetic
appeal of classical dances:

During the 1970s and early 1980s Doordarshan aired a com
pulsory half hour a week of classical Indian dance.
Cameramen were not trained in dance camera technique and
the outcome was that often the dancers feet were cut out of the
frame during footwork sequences or the camera would focus
on the feet during narrative dances that lean heavily on facial
and eye expression (Natavar 1997: 127).

To counter the cultural domination of Delhi, regional centres like
Calcutta Doordarshan reformulated the propagation of the national
narrative and identity formation through their own vernacular ver
sions of high culture. For instance, a programme titled Nrtiya Shekhar
Ashar (‘dance education session’), which appeared in the late 1970s
through the 1980s, featured Kathak dance classes taught by Bandana
Sen in vernacular Bengali. This helped popularize the dance among
the provincial, middle-class Bengali population, many of whom had
been attracted to it by seeing Birju Maharaj or his disciple Saswati Sen
perform on the national programme. However, with the introduction
of transnational satellites, there was a marked change in national tel
evision programming. The number of channels that became newly
available created a huge shift in cultural production that relied more
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on advertising and marketing budgets than on spreading national con
sensus. The production of slick images and texts became the hallmark

of television productions. Many channels initially imported pro
grammes from America, such as ‘Dallas’ and ‘The Oprah Winfrey Show .
But soon channels like Sony and Star reverted to Indian versions of the
imports to retain the attention of the Indian consumers. Mankekar
describes these initiatives that show a new kind of globalization of
media:

Transnational images of commodities were modified in
response to ‘local’ images, aesthetics, and narratives. For
instance, when Ftepsi was launched in India, its first few adver
tisements cleverly incorporated hegemonic, nationalist repre
sentations of‘tradition’ (symbolized by Hindi film celebrity Juhi
Chawla doing a classical Kathak dance) as well as ‘modernity’
(in the figure of Goan pop star Remo Fernandes) (2004: 417).

Kathak was used in the advertisements to represent an authentic

Indian tradition and, at the same time, it sold a commodity that pro
moted an American product. The advertisements indicated that
regardless of one’s cultural identity in India, every community is uni
fied through its participation in the new consumption practices such
as drinking Pepsi. The consumer was the new national symbol, the
ideal Indian citizen. The Kathak that was popularized via the acade

mies, seminars, festivals, workshops and television programmes was
thus entering a new phase in its cultural evolution and transformation.
Cultural production was now closely tied to commodity production

and the glamorous image of a dancing Juhi Chawla was now compet
ing with the amateur production of national programming of classical

dances on television. The Pepsi ad also indicated that private corpo
rations were emerging as important supporters of the national arts.
The private corporations are now catalysts for pushing the traditional
arts into new and contested cultural domains where the line between
artistic production and commodity production is often blurred. This
has ushered in significant changes in the classical dance aesthetics that
are no longer bounded by the austere conventions of classicism.
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TOWARDS NEW PATRONS, NEW AESTHETICS

Globalization of Media
Bimal Mukherjee declares in Rasa, a book proposing to summarize all
of the Indian performing arts over the last 25 years, that ‘the present
is an age of sponsorship and not of patronage’ (1997: 2). The national
state, the original patron of the classical arts after India’s Independence,
remains a patron. So does, to a lesser extent, the local/regional state.
However, excessive bureaucratization of the older institutional struc
tures, such as the Kathak Kendra and the Sangeet Natak Akademi,
restricts their operations in a new global public culture; their position as

centres of national culture is now vulnerable. What is noteworthy is the
extent to which the local and global corporate sectors in post-liberaliza
tion India have emerged as important providers of patronage.

A homogeneous, bourgeois national domain, once tied to modern
Eurocentric ideas of high culture, no longer dominates the public cul
ture in post-liberalization India. The public culture of contemporary
India is now shaped by both the national ideology of the past and the
dictates of the burgeoning market economy. It exhibits the character
istics of postmodernity seen in the advanced capitalist world where the
national space is represented by various transnational collectives and
diverse cultural forms. (For a discussion on postmodernity, see
Jameson 1998.) This proliferation of multiple cultural symbols and
narratives is tied to the global expansion of capitalism resulting in,
among other things, the unprecedented expansion of communication
networks. Appadurai and Breckenridge (1995) explain that ‘print cap
italism’ has only been a modest precursor to the technological explo
sion of communication and information today. Appadurai further
develops the communicational scope of globalization by linking it to
the explosion of mass media due to electronic mediation. He argues
that this has ushered in fundamental changes in the concept of the

public sphere and that the narratives of the nation-state are no longer
shaped by print media alone. One of the main developments in post
liberalization India is the rapid growth of electronic media (especially

satellite/cable television) and the proliferation of consumer culture.
Appadurai writes: ‘Electronic media give a new twist to the environ
ment within which the modern and the global often appears as flip
sides of the same coin’ (1997: 3). Elsewhere he writes: ‘To enter into
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the discursive world of the new public modernity, Indians have to buy
its vehicles of dissemination. They must purchase subscriptions to
magazines—gain access to television sets, and pay for meals at restau
rants. In consuming the array of media-dominated images and sym
bols associated with these settings, they are drawn into the commodity
world more generally’ (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1995: 10).

The economic reforms triggered what many called the ‘cultural
invasion’ by satellite and cable networks and created a dramatic shift
from Doordarshan’s narrative of national integration and the creation
of a consensus national narrative. The new channels were powerful
agents of a new kind of consumer culture where entertainment
became linked to Westernization of national culture.
After years of state monopoly, the arrival of satellite channels
was like a breath of fresh air for India’s middle-class viewers.
Those with cable and satellite connections were suddenly liber

ated from Doordarshan’s paternalistic programming and were
offered access first to a wide range of international channels
and soon afterwards to popular commercial programming spe
cially made for Indian audiences (Page and Crawley 2001: 140).
The advertising and media industries were eager to sell their
products to the growing middle class by offering new kinds of televi
sion programmes like fashion shows, game shows, popular music and
dance and music videos. The expansion of the middle class went
hand-in-hand with a rise in consumer spending and the advent of
transnational television (Mankekar 2004: 416-17). Doordarshan
responded by changing its programming strategy, permitting adver
tisers to sponsor programmes and shifting from education and infor

mation to entertainment. New channels such as DD2, for example,
were organized only as entertainment channels, offering programmes
ranging from soap operas to music videos.
The increasing involvement of multinational and other private
corporations in claiming the cultural sphere for marketing consumer
products has ushered in a new phase in classical Indian dance. For
instance, beauty contests have today become glamorous sites for show
casing Indian culture in both its traditional and modern splendour. A

prime example is the Femina Miss India contest, sponsored by Femina
(a women’s magazine) and the Colgate-Palmolive Corporation (mak-
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ers of personal hygiene and grooming products). The January 1998
Palmolive-Femina Miss India contest on the premier cable channel
Sony was very different from previous representations of traditional

Indian identity. Amid the classical songs and ragas, trendy costumes and
various imitations of Broadway musicals, the audience was presented
with a dynamic fusion of Kathak and Flamenco (featuring the foremost
Kathak artist Aditi Mangaldas). This glamorous spectacle was not an iso
lated event. The Graviera Mr India contest for male models (also on
Sony in January 1998), sponsored by Graviera Suitings, began with a
Kathak duet amid the usual cosmopolitan extravaganza.
Cable channels such as Sony, Zee and Star (among others) offer
versatile programming to a growing. Westernized urban middle class,
which is increasingly resistant to watching the mundane programming
on Doordarshan channels. Dance programmes such as ‘Footloose’,
‘Boogie Woogie’ and ‘Dance Dance’ on cable networks showcase a new
kind of commercial dance genre where Bollywood (dances accompa
nying Hindi film songs), classical, folk, rap, break and disco are pack
aged for consumption by the young. In ‘Boogie Woogie’, presented in
the format of a dance competition, performers as young as six or
seven amuse the audience with spicy numbers incorporating every

thing from hip-hop to Kathak. Images of glamorous fashion models
and beauty queens now compete with the traditional images of Radha
or Sita as ideal symbols of Indian womanhood. The ideals of youth,
beauty, femininity and modernity have become a clarion call for a new
generation of Indians who have been fed by the media frenzy over the
success of Sushmita Sen and Aishwariya Rai in the Miss Universe/World
contests. However, the ‘new Indian woman’ is not constructed only
through beauty pageants (Rajan 1993); the representation of classical
dances in the media is an important element in this construction of the
modern/global Indian woman. The key to this new reconfiguration is
the merging of tradition with the consumption of commodities, creating

a new kind of cosmopolitan subject. The comments made by a student
at Padatik, the Kathak academy in Calcutta where, as I have reported
earlier, Birju Maharaj held workshops, reflect this ongoing negotiation
between tradition and modernity;

Although we cherish the classical traditions and appreciate
the classical dances in old films by actresses such as Meena
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Kumari and Madhubala, we are equally attracted to the catwalks
by the beauty queens and fashion models today. They may be
Westernized but what they do is as difficult as Kathak. In a way
they are also Radha, we are also Radha—we just have separate
ways of communicating our womanliness to the audience.

Thus, the womanliness associated with the erotic aesthetic of Radha

in classical Indian dance is juxtaposed with the images of fashionable
models and film stars wearing designer clothes, accessories and other
indices of the modem, cosmopolitan woman. Mankekar (2004) details
the eroticization of commodities through images, texts, billboards, tele
vision and films in the late twentieth century that stimulate the onlooker
to desire, possess or buy the products. This is termed ‘commodity aes
thetic’ (Haug 1986). Consequently, commodity desire is closely related to
commodity aesthetics, both of which are rooted in notions of the erotic.
There is a symbiotic relationship between television, films and the pro
duction of commodity aesthetics. It is argued that objectification and
decontextualized pleasure are intricately linked to commodity aesthetics.
Hindi Films
One of the biggest forces blurring the fine line between classical/high
culture and popular culture, Bombay’s commercial cinema has played
a significant role in shifting the aesthetics of the erotic from a tradi
tion-inspired context to a new culture of commodity production.
Expressed usually through the narrative of romance and song-and-

dance sequences, representations of the erotic in Hindi films have
drawn mostly on classical and folk dance forms. Recently, however,
MTV performance practices that explicitly sexualize the dancing body
have been competing with the traditional aesthetics of dance, and the
song-and-dance sequences of commercial Hindi cinema have reached
a new high. Bollywood filmi dance has emerged as an important genre
in metropolitan cities like Bombay and Calcutta, and among the Indian
diaspora. It has taken the discourse of classical dance to a new dimen
sion where new filmic technology has fused with traditional dance tech
niques and commodity aesthetics to create lavish spectacles such as in
the recent mega hit from Bollywood—DevdasA
Let us look at the Bombay film industry for further studying the
intersection between artistic production and cultural commodification
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that is rearticulating the aesthetics of Kathak. Kathak features promi
nently in Hindi films. This is true not only for the innumerable dance
sequences that fill up the films’ narrative structure (where Kathak’s
movements and imageries can be easily detected), but Kathak gestures
and expressions are also embedded in a variety of romantic interludes
between the hero and heroine. In fact, Kathak is so deeply enmeshed
in the cultural ethos of North India that its motifs subtly encapsulate

the amorphous notion of ‘Indian-ness’ within the dominant forces of
Westernization in commercial cinema. The courtesan film genre (the
focus of this section) occupies a significant place in the history of com
mercial Hindi films. Here, the courtesan’s dancing body has been a

discursive site for the narrative of the nation and gender identity con
struction in postcolonial India (Chakravorty 1993). Thus, the courte
san embodies the multiple trajectories of the long tradition of Kathak:
the glories of Hindu and Muslim artistic fusion, the feudal excesses
and debauchery of the royal courts and the decolonization and revival
of modern-day Kathak (see Chapter 2). The past shadow of the nautch
found a solid grounding in the courtesan stories taken up by Bombay
cinema. I focus here on two canonical courtesan films—Umrao Joan
(1975) and Devdas (2002)—to analyse the shifting representation of
eroticism, female sexuality, artistic production and commodity pro
duction. In most Hindi films, the song-and-dance sequences are

digressions from the main narrative of the film, where the hero and
heroine visit exotic locales in distant places. However, in courtesan
films, they are integral to the story and the dancing takes place in the
kotha or the house where the courtesan resides.5 Since the courtesans
are accomplished Kathak dancers, many varieties of Kathak feature
prominently in these films. In fact, Kathak movements and imageries
can also be detected in the romantic interactions between the hero
and the courtesan. The song-and-dance sequences of courtesan films
are mostly presented in the context of the mujralmehfil (gatherings)
that, in most of these films, is meant to display female sexuality and

the image of the courtesan’s dancing body provides the ideal canvas
for such display. However, the female objectification in these

sequences competes with the image of a woman as a romantic heroine
connected to tradition and nation. I argue here that the representa
tion of eroticism in films such as Umrao Joan is diffused and evocative.
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creating an intimate artistic canvas for aesthetic appreciation, rather
than overt and exhihitionistic as in the recent Devdas.

Umrao Jaan

Umrao Jaan is a lyrical and poetic film. The meticulousness and
artistry of its director Muzzafar Ali are evident in the way the film is
contextualized in its historical and cultural ethos and perhaps best
expressed in the song-and-dance sequences. Umrao Jaan first
appears—dressed in red, bejewelled and striking—in a mujra where
she sings the verses—‘DU cheez kya hai aap merijaan lijiye’—in front of
the pleasure-loving Muslim elite. Here, Kathak movements are inter
spersed with the provocative hip-swaying common in commercial
Hindi films. Asha Kasbekar writes: ‘Historically, the staged song-anddance performance with the leading star offering herself to the erotic
male gaze, has been a crucial, commercially driven component of

Indian cinema’ (2002: 295). However, the gaze of the immediate audi
ence in Umrao Jaan’s performances strategically obscures the erotic
gaze of the consumers of the film. This strategy also includes the
approving participation of women in the erotic display of Umrao
Jaan’s performance (such as the madame of the kotha), thus hiding
any direct relationship between the actual spectator’s voyeuristic
desires for the moving image on screen:

Since the staged performance within a film is invariably
accompanied by its own diegetic audience, the woman is pre
sented as an erotic spectacle purportedly for the benefit of
this audience. Consequently the charge of voyeurism is dis
placed on to the (often leering) diegetic spectator, establish
ing him as the holder of the erotic gaze instead of the actual
spectator watching the film in a cinema (ibid.: 296).

Incidentally, the Sultan Sahib (Umrao Jaan’s lover-to-be) is not
among Umrao Jaan’s audience in the scene of her first mujra but hears
her voice from his carriage parked outside her kotha. In the next

sequence, we see them face-to-face. Interestingly, this dance sequence,
also a mujra, appears to be different from the first one. Here, despite
the presence of an audience, Umrao Jaan seemingly performs solely

for the Sultan Sahib. The song’s words—‘In ankho ki mash ke mastanae
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hazaro hain, Is shahar me turn jaise diwane hazaro hain’—seem to be

addressed directly to the Sahib. She interprets the first verse from a
sitting position, during which time there are several close-ups of her

face. She gradually rises with elegant Kathak moves. The camera slowpans to close-ups of Sultan Sahib’s face and eyes, establishing the aura
of intimate transaction between him and Umrao Jaan, even though
they are within the public context of a mujra. In this dance sequence,
the direct yet subtle exchange of looks between Sultan Sahib and
Umrao Jaan do not completely obscure the eyes of the actual audience/spectator. In fact, the audience breaks the narrative/gaze of the

camera to switch roles from Sultan Sahib to Umrao Jaan, thereby
entering the love story as participant. Sultan Sahib and Umrao Jaan fall
in love during the performance and this intense erotic/emotional
involvement transforms the scene from a public spectacle of desire to an
intimate and private declaration of love. Madhava M. Prasad analyses
the objectifying gaze of cinematic voyeurism against the reciprocal darshan/gaze of Indian philosophy ‘where the subject is invited to partici
pate in a spectacle as witness to the splendor of that which presents itself

to the subject’s gaze’ (1998: 103).
The audience shares the emotionality of this tragic, quasi-historical

romance, desiring Umrao Jaan not with the leering eyes of voyeuris
tic pleasure but with the eyes and heart of a man/woman in love. Thus,
in this erotic context of heightened emotional pleasure, Umrao Jaan
is elevated from a mere vision of a desirable courtesan into a symbol
of romantic union and utopian love that transcends social barriers.
The erotic spectacle of her dance is imbued with sensuous emotion
connecting it back to the aesthetic pleasure of rasa that is deeply root
ed in the Indian psyche through the stories of Radha and Krishna (for
more on this, see Chapter 4). Thus, Umrao Jaan attains subjectivity. It
is through the emotion of unconditional romantic love and longing

that Umrao Jaan comes to represent the symbol of sacrifice, aban
donment and spirituality—the most important attributes of the ideal
Indian woman. Despite being a courtesan/prostitute, her sexuality is
understood within the erotic context of rasa aesthetics. Here, erotic
love is represented within the traditional aesthetic and narrative of the

idealized Indian woman.
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Devdas
This idea finds a different expression in Devdas where the courtesan
Chandramukhi surrenders her soul to Devdas with little reciprocation.

Devdas, a popular novel by the Bengali novelist Sarat Chandra
Chatterjee, is a tragic love story set in nineteenth-century Bengal. The

third Hindi film version of this novel by Sanjay Leela Bhansali was
released in 2002. This latest version, celebrated as a big-budget
extravaganza (it is one of the most expensive movies ever made in
Bollywood), has become a tremendous commercial success and has
bagged many national awards. The role of Chandramukhi in Devdas is
that of the ‘other’ woman, a public woman, a prostitute. The erotic

spectacle of Chandramukhi’s dancing in the film reinforces this iden
tity. In a dance event (described as mehfil), Chandramukhi waits long
ingly for Devdas’s return. She is resplendent in a green costume
embellished with glittering gold amidst flickering candles in an elab
orately ornate setting. She hears Devdas’s footsteps and begins danc
ing to 'Ye kiski hai ahat. Ye kiski hai saya, Allah hume mar dala' (Whose
footsteps do I hear, whose shadow do I see, Allah I have met my
death). The words metaphorically mean that her heart has been
pierced with the arrow of love; Chandramukhi, played by the beauti
ful Madhuri Dixit, forms the traditional hand gestures in Kathak to
signify the shooting of an arrow. Dixit, a deft Kathak dancer, has many
sparkling moves in this dance sequence, but the dancers in the back

ground and the ornate excesses of the pleasure palace constantly
intercept the audience’s vision. While she performs, Devdas hears a
marriage party going by and he is reminded of his true love, Parvati.
The dancing becomes intense with turns and crisp Kathak flourishes,
but Devdas, a dejected man, is only interested in consuming alcohol.
Chandramukhi’s performance, unlike Umrao Jaan’s, does not tran
scend the erotic gaze of Kali Babu (her client with leering eyes), nor

of the audience in the cinema. Despite the fact that the legendary
Kathak maestro Birju Maharaj choreographed this dance sequence,
the rapid editing technique (reminiscent of contemporary music
videos) creates a strong aesthetic shift from the slow languorous {vilambit) pace of Umrao Jaan. Rather than holding the gaze of the cam
era in the reciprocal exchange of darshan, the dancing is pursued by
the camera, splicing and fragmenting it. The constantly jerking cam-
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era movements reflect and refract the glittering candlelight in the

background and allow no room for building an emotional connection
between the audience and the dancing imagery; the emotion remains
purely on the surface. The aesthetics of excess and conspicuous con
sumption reduce Chandramukhi’s dancing to nothing more than a
visual orgy—a spectacle. The visual density of images provides very lit
tle sensuous experience that can evoke the pleasure of rasa. Rather, it
evokes the erotic desire associated with commodity aesthetics, as
described in the previous section. The eroticism stimulated by the com
modity aesthetics of Devdas is different from the eroticism associated with
the aesthetic pleasure of rasa or darshan. The image of Chandramukhi
as a courtesan is thus symbolic of the excesses of consumer culture dom
inated by commodity aesthetics. Moreover, the performance contexts of
the film remain superfluous to its narrative; the dancing exemplifies the
decontextualized spectacle of Bollywood filmi dance. This aesthetic shift
can be attributed to the emergence offilmi song-and-dance sequences of
the late 1990s, which are more along the music video format, as the pri
mary tool for enticing audiences into the theatre. Mankekar comments:
‘Popular cinema has always imagined commodities in the spectacles that
it staged for its spectators, but films made in the 1990s (in this case
2000) revealed an excess of spectacle dominated by commodity aesthet

ics’ (2004: 415). Teja Ganti writes that between 30 and 50 per cent of a
Hindi film’s budget is now spent on song-and-dance sequences that cre
ate the ‘repeat value’ of a film (2000: 269).
The proliferation of film/song-based programmes on television
also reinforces the MTV format of film-dance production. The visual
narrative of Umrao Jaan’s dance sequences evokes the grandeur of old

Lucknow. This splendour is exquisitely etched through costumes and
sets reminiscent of Mughal miniature paintings. Although full of exot
ic artefacts, the images evoke a sense of a bygone era, a sense of a real
place. So, in many ways, Umrao Joan can be seen in terms of the rich,
artistic tradition of Kathak within a feudal aristocracy. However,
Bhansali’s Devdas does not attempt to be authentic in creating the
context of nineteenth-century Bengal, where the grandeur of the

courtesan was in decline owing to the shift in patronage from Muslim
royalty to Bengali zamindars. Although the film is theoretically set in
Bengal, Devdas is aiming at a pan-regional/global audience compris-
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ing consumers of a certain lifestyle. It is overwhelming in its lavishness
of costumes and sets, creating a Disneyesque fantasyland. With its
excessive emphasis on jazzy costumes and sets, the film promotes a

new kind of fashionable Bollywood Orientalism. In fact, Devdas set the
fashion tone for new designer jewellery and saris for affluent Indians
and non-resident Indians which are sold in international boutiques
and malls. However, in both Umrao Jaan and Devdas, the courtesan’s
figures represent the sites where cultural values are renegotiated and
updated. Where Umrao Jaan evokes the continuity between classical
aesthetics and the power of modern cinematography to re-imagine
the past as a national symbol, Devdas is a flamboyant exhibition of

filmic spectacle showcasing the spectacular consumption practices of

contemporary upper-class India.
In the next section, I move on to analyse the term ‘innovation’ as
an aesthetic marker of contemporary dance practices that symbolizes
the ongoing negotiation between the global forces of commodity pro
duction and the traditional idiom and values associated with the past
national modernist culture. The artistic expressions of Kathak ‘inno

vation’ exemplify this new modernity in India.
INNOVATIONS IN PUBLIC MODERNITY

‘Innovation’ is now the buzzword in Indian dance circles. Moderni
zation—often standing for innovation—is the new discourse for tradi

tional and contemporary dance practices in India. The term is an
amalgam of the emergent multiple trends in dance presentations and is
linked to the growing commodification of culture. However, innovative
choreography is generally associated with avant-garde artistic produc
tion and exists outside the ambit of commercial Bollywood dance. But
this relationship is not always mutually exclusive; famous gurus/choreo-

graphers such as Kumudini Lakhia and Birju Maharaj have choreo
graphed for Bombay films such as Umrao Jaan and Devdas, respectively.
Consider how a dance critic recently described Aditi Mangaldas (the
important innovative choreographer mentioned earlier):

Aditi’s performance sported all the hallmarks of urban
grandeur. Forget boring classical dance, here is a new heady
cocktail which will set you on a new spin. Wear designer out-
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fits, designer jewellery, sport designer bags, branded shoes
and choreographed coiffures and come to enjoy designer
dance to designer music. You also had designer lights and
designer outfits thrown in. And voila! (Shani 1998: 122).

Although ‘innovation’ seems new in the classical dance discourse,
the concept is not new to it. During the revivalist movement of the late
1920s and early 1930s, when dance became associated with ‘ancient
forms’, key figures like Uday Shankar and Rabindranath Tagore
imbued new aesthetics into traditional forms (see Chapter 5; also see
Erdman 1996). What is new in today’s ‘innovation’ is its link to con
sumer culture and globalization. Even the traditional gurus are repo
sitioning their views in response to the new situation. The 1994 dance
festival and seminar held in Delhi titled ‘Creativity in Tradition’
reflected the increasing need among traditional gurus to mediate the
forces of modernity and tradition. Geeta Sharma (1994) reports: ‘The

gurus likened their dance forms to deep-rooted trees that were
imbued with freshness and beauty through innovative creations.
However, in a note of restraint they added that there was enough with
in traditions to innovate on and there was no need to step out of it.’
Consider how different gurus have tried to innovate. Kathak guru
Birju Maharaj, who has been instrumental in popularizing Kathak
nationally and internationally through his charismatic and forceful
performances and skilful choreography, communication skills and

subtle aesthetic sensibilities, has himself become a proponent of inno
vation. Nevertheless, his version of innovation remains bounded by
the hegemonic national ideology and strict adherence to the ‘pure’
technique of the Lucknow gharana as he interprets it. One might add
here, however, that Birju Maharaj himself has been transformed in the
current context from a legendary cultural icon to a brand name; his
name and gharana are used for marketing one’s saleability and
authenticity as a Kathak exponent in the contemporary world. But the
contribution of Ahmedabad-based Kumudini Lakhia has been quite
different. The modern sensibility she brings to innovation has an
emancipatory quality: ‘I tell my students to think on their own and
think of today, I tell them not to be a Xerox copy, but an original, even
if bad’ (personal communication 1998). She has created works like
Samsamvedan and Alah-Kim that are distinctly modern. In the former.
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she examines themes of alienation and social integration and in the
latter, she explores the moral conflicts inherent in seeking power and
status. An important point to note is that Kumudini Lakhia, who has

worked on innovative choreographies since the 1970s, became well
known and acceptable to larger audiences only from the beginning of
the 1980s (for details on Kumudini Lakhia’s choreography, see
Chapter 5). Some of the events that triggered interest in her works
were ‘Kathak Experience’ sponsored by Seagull Empire (a Calcutta
based arts organization) and Regent Special Filter (a cigarette brand)
in Calcutta in 1980, and the ‘East West Dance Encounter’ sponsored
by Max Mueller Bhavan and the National Centre for the Performing
Arts in Bombay in 1984 (Kothari 1980, 1984). Aditi Mangaldas and
Daksha Sheth, her early students, are now prominent Kathak artists
working on contemporary themes. Inspired by torchbearers like her
and others working with different styles such as Mrinalini Sarabhai,
Mallika Sarabhai, Maya Rao, the late Chandralekha and the late
Manjushree Chaki-Sircar, the new discourse on globalization and
innovation is resulting in many new experimental and collaborative
ventures that go beyond the rigid classicism of the past. Several inno
vative choreographies, both in India and in the diaspora, now include
intercultural fusions or cross-styles such as Kathak with Tap,

Flamenco, or modern dance, and intra-cultural fusions like Kathak
with Mayurbhanj Chhau (a martial art tradition of Eastern India).
The following comments by Sushmita Banerjee, a popular Kathak
dancer in Calcutta, gives a clear example of the changing context:
People kept telling me to do something different. They said
they were bored with the same Kathak routine. They encour
aged me to do something new. Some suggested that I do
Shakuntala because I am fair-complexioned and I will make a
good Shakuntala. I decided to do my own research. I showed
Ravana dressing up for Sita. Although this is there in
Ramayana, previously we only showed women dressing up
and waiting for their lovers, like Radha waiting for Krishna.
This happened because we only had male gurus creating
dance for us. The situation is different now. I am on my own

and I do my own experiments. We cannot think of dance in
such narrow terms, nor in terms of our local community; we
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need to think in terms of the national and international mar

kets (personal communication 1998).

Amita Dutta, another Calcutta-hased exponent, is just as direct:
Nowadays individual artists have to take responsibility for pro
ducing successful shows—^which means getting the right kind
of commercial establishments to sponsor the shows so that
they have the right kind of publicity. This is the only way to
get good audiences for classical dance. I have been sponsored
by private corporations like Tata Tea, Exide, IFB Agro, Birla
Jute, ITC, to name a few. In my choreographies I use what
people know; which means I often depart from conventional

classical themes. I try to select themes that will appeal to the
audience. I have even used Hindi film songs for Kathak
choreographies (personal communication 1998).
The corporate sector is now an important claimant of India’s cul
tural heritage, competing with the state in constructing narratives of
tradition and innovation. Hence, the definition of Indian-ness no
longer comes only from the nation-state. In fact, the so-called bound
aries between the East and West are somewhat diffused now by the suc

cess of transnational satellite television that has created Indianized
versions of Western imports (Mankekar 2004: 417). Interestingly, even
American franchises such as Burger King and Pizza Hut have adjust
ed their products to appeal to the Indian taste. So the anxiety regard
ing Westernization of culture is somewhat put to rest in the present
context and we find the corporate sector and state working simulta
neously to promote tradition and innovation.
The use of exotic surroundings to display the antiquity of Indian
tradition and nationhood has been a common element in promoting
tourism for some time. Classical Indian dance, with its claim to tradition
and authenticity, is an ideal product for such venues. The renowned

Khajuraho, Konarak and Elephanta festivals are now international
events. In some cases (such as the Khajuraho Festival), the performanc
es include traditional/dassical performances and innovation, and the
sponsors include the local state (the Madhya Pradesh tourism depart
ment) along with corporate conglomerates (see Kothari 1997a; Murthy
1997). In other words, the Khajuraho Festival has become a site of pub
lic modernity where the traditionalists and innovators make cultural
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claims, and where both the state and private sector see opportunities for
making their cases? Thus, innovative choreography in Kathak is not in
opposition to tradition but is best understood as an evolution of the
dance form from nationalism to globalization (see Chapter 5). In fact,
the old opposition between traditionalists and Westernizers/modemizers has been somewhat blurred by globalization, despite old debates in

certain dance quarters. The proliferation of dance innovation reflects
the cultural heterogeneity of a new democratic politics. The impetus for
innovative choreographies has been driven by choreographers within
India as well as by the diaspora in the US, UK, Canada, Australia, Hong

Kong and Singapore.
Diaspora

The presence of Kathak in the Western dance scene, especially in the
US, is not new. The interest in it was initiated by Chitresh Das in the
1970s, when he started his career in the newly founded Ali Akbar
College of Music in the Bay Area of California. His vision to create a
‘California gharana’ of Kathak is being followed by his disciples based
in various parts of the US and include Gretchen Hayden in Boston
and Joanna Das in Toronto. Birju Maharaj has also popularized
Kathak in North America by performing, conducting workshops and
promoting videotapes of Kathak workshops and instructions. For
example, ‘Kathak Parichaya’ is a Kathak appreciation video produced
by him that explains the fundamentals of the dance to an interna
tional audience. The mechanical reproduction of the Kathak dance
repertoire through videos and television programmes has fundamen

tally altered the culture of secrecy that was previously associated with
classical performance (Marjit 1995).^ Moreover, the easy availability of
various dance videos has transformed the traditional exchange
between guru and shishya into something more akin to commodity
production and exchange (see Chapter 4 for details).
Much of innovation embraces collaborative work. London-based
Pratap and Priya Pawar initiated the Kathak and Flamenco collabora
tions in a piece titled Jugalbandi. The experiments with Kathak and
Flamenco by Anjani Ambegaokar (a Los Angeles-based Kathak artist),
and Bharatanatyam and Flamenco by Rajika Puri (a New York-based
Bharatanatyam artist) have attracted attention. Dipti Gupta, a Kathak
dancer based in Canada, has also experimented with Flamenco and
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Kathak in a composition titled El Calor. Her other experimental pro
ductions have included a fusion of Kathak sounds and those of Ghana,
and Kathak and the Chhau dance from India. Janaki Patrik, a Kathak
dancer based in New York and a disciple of Birju Maharaj, has exper
imented with Kathak and Tap. An attempt to find the common roots
of Tap and Kathak (however far-fetched this might sound) is being
researched by Jane Goldberg, also based in New York. A choreogra
pher who has stormed the international scene recently is Akram Khan.
Based in London, this young dancer has already received high acco
lades for his blend of Kathak and modern dance (which he calls
Contemporary Kathak). He was recently featured in the Philadelphia
Fringe Festival, where he presented his choreographic piece Kaash.

Rita Mitra Mustafi, based in Minnesota, has created experimental
works with Kathak such as Hungry Stones based on Rabindranath
Tagore’s Khudita Pashan, and to Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s poetry.
The definite visibility of classical Indian dance abroad in dance and
theatre festivals like the Avignon in France, Vivarta in England and
festivals in Toronto and New York among many other places is throw
ing into relief new dimensions of identity, tradition and modernity in
relation to dance and nation building that were previously marginal.
Coorlawala writes:

As the shifting place of choreography along the continuum of
performance issues in relationship to the traditional values
attached to these issues continues to evolve, a group of chore
ographers, who had previously been marginalized for being
non-traditional, are being prominently featured in the very
recent major mainstream Festivals of contemporary South
Asian dance being sponsored by the British (1991) and

Canadian Arts Councils (1992) in London and Toronto—
Although it is still barely acknowledged, an interplay of cross
influences between styles and genres now characterizes the
performance relationship between the ‘classical’ and the inno
vative dancers (1994: 212-13).
Moreover, disapora dancers and dance scholars have contributed
significantly in shaping the discourse of tradition and innovation in
recent years. Many of them (including myself) are now positioned

within the Western academia and, thus, have access to resources and
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cultural capital to bring Indian dance practices within the global cir
culation of knowledge production (for more on this, see Chapter 5).
Interestingly, innovative choreographies also show that, even with
globalization, the nation-state continues to be important in the project

of modernity in India. In fact, dance innovation as an expression of
new modernity has by no means led to the dissolution of classical
Indian dance; the new impetus of innovation has positioned classical
dance to reinvent the ‘nationalist structures of feeling’ (Mankekar
2004: 405). Herein lies the paradox of globalization. It does not, as
Appadurai (1997: 17) explains, automatically mean loss of cultural
identity due to homogenization or Americanization. Rather, global
ization is the means through which local cultural forms are produced
from the interaction of the transnational—or the means through
which the transnational evolves from the interaction of the local,
regional and national. As Appadurai reminds us: ‘Globalization is
itself a deeply historical, uneven, and localizing process’ (ibid.). Thus,

focusing on cultural production at a local level broadens the discourse

of Kathak, innovation and globalization.
I will now turn to choreographies by two Kathak exponents in
Calcutta to analyse how the new forces of a freer market and the
growth of electronic media have pushed the classical traditions into
new arenas of dance fusion/confusion, and have created new spaces for
re-imagining the nation in ways that both contest and reinforce the
past ideology of classicism.
Innovating Locality

I met Chetna jalaii for an interview in her tiny office at the Padatik
Dance Centre in Calcutta in the summer of 1998. (The centre was later
renamed as a fitness centre to reflect the changing times.) Chetna
Jalan, a well-known Kathak dancer and choreographer, spoke
enthusiastically about her latest choreographic project Ramkatha
Ramkahani:
Choreography is not merely group work—it is a science. It
requires researching a new hand movement, a new gesture.
Group work is not the genre of classical dance. Innovation is eas
ier for those who have broken with classical dance. I don’t want
to leave a form I have been with for 40 years. I added acrobatics
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and other things to Kathak in Ramkatha Ramkahani. It has the
right masala for the rickshaw-wala to the general audience.
To further examine the content of ‘innovation’, I will discuss
Ramkatha Ramkahani and contrast it to another choreographic work
from another local institution in Calcutta. Ramkatha Ramkahani was
launched by Padatik in 1995, with a cast of 45 performers and a budget

of Rs 15 lakh. This hybrid theatre-dance-song ensemble was directed by
Chetna Jalan and her husband, theatre personality Shyamanand
Jalan, in the hope of creating a new dance-theatre idiom. The pro
duction proposed to confront the ills of contemporary life through the
traditional narrative form of kathavachan or storytelling. The Jalans
chose the Ramayana because of its large following that transcends
caste and linguistic boundaries in India. The story of Rama’s life, the
narrative thread, was interspersed with critiques of contemporary evils
like drug addiction, fashion shows and the education system. The
eclectic blend of Kathak dance with ghazals, poetry, drama, rap, disco,

acrobatics and ballet was aimed at the general public, which is fed by
Hindi film songs (as Chetna Jalan explained during the interview).
For example, the popular bhajan (devotional song) 'Thumaka chalata

Rama Chandra' was choreographed following the traditional conven
tions of Kathak in a modern group setting, but the commercial Hindi
film song ‘Ek ladki ko dekha to aisa laga' was choreographed using eclec
tic movements to show men serenading and harassing women. The
creators proposed to recontextualize esoteric Kathak by making it rel

evant to modern life. With Ramkatha, they attempted to revive the uni
versal values embedded in the ancient treatise with a new pragmatic
vision. The production was critically acclaimed in many circles and in
many parts of India. From a choreographic standpoint, the produc
tion appears to have made a significant mark on the contemporary
dance scene. The show debuted in a plush theatre in affluent South

Calcutta and attracted a largely cosmopolitan audience. By fusing
Hindi film songs. Western pop and ballet with Kathak, this production
successfully collapsed the boundaries of high and low cultures and
East and West. However, it is hard to forget that Padatik’s version of
pragmatism and eclecticism could be easily appropriated by the forces
of Hindutva (the right-wing Hindu nationalist philosophy espoused by

the Bharatiya Janata Party). The politicization of Rama by the forces of
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Hindutva before and after the demolition of the Babri Masjid in
Ayodhya in December 1992 has made Rama and religion the key sym
bols for inciting communal violence in India. The plural nature of the

text was lost within the overarching symbolism of the Hindu epic hero
Rama as the national symbol of modern India.
Contrast this with another local production by another Calcutta
based dance group, the Nupur Dance Academy headed by the veter
an Kathak guru Bandana Sen, this time to analyse the articulation of
‘innovation’ within the parameters of regional cultural identity. This
experimental piece, which used a medley of dance styles including
Kathak, was titled Mahajihaner Pathe, loosely translated as ‘the journey
of a great life’, and was based on the life of Netaji Subhas Chandra
Bose, a Bengali nationalist leader of mythical stature. The life of
Subhas Chandra Bose, a controversial, romantic, militaristic and spir
itual figure of the Indian nationalist struggle, is very dear to the
Bengali heart; Bose looms large in the Bengali psyche through the
statues of ‘Netaji’ (or respected leader) in the streets of Calcutta and
the circulation of his figures through photographs and calendar art
(see Pinney 1997). Thus, it is not surprising that this senior Kathak

dancer (with the status of guru) in Calcutta, Bandana Sen, selected the
life of Bose to mark India’s 50th year of Independence and offer (in
her words) ‘something new to her audience’. Mahajihaner Pathe was

presented in the style of a dance-drama, with the main narrative in
Bengali and with Bengali songs about India’s freedom struggle. It was
undoubtedly geared towards the local Bengali audience that is fed on
Tagore dance-dramas known as ‘Rabindra Nritya Natya’.'o The char
acter of Bose, played by a male Kathak dancer of Sen’s group, used
abhinaya more than he did the fast and energetic pure dance move
ments of Kathak, perhaps to maintain the venerable stature of Bose.
The women dancers, sometimes dressed as young male freedom fight
ers and sometimes as women soldiers of the Indian National Army,
were seen engaged in combat and revolutionary activities, often using
the vocabulary of Kathak and a combination of Kathak pirouettes and
folk and martial art movements.
A far cry from the traditional mythological themes, this historical
dance-drama performed by students of Bandana Sen was sponsored
by a local, cultural, non-profit organization called Uttaran and was
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presented in Indira theatre in Bhowanipur, South Calcutta. This
relatively low-budget provincial production did not get much Englishlanguage media attention. Nevertheless, it is significant as a vernacular
adaptation of a classical dance genre to showcase a regional as well as
modern national history. On the one hand, the dance-drama drew on
folk, martial arts, the Tagore dance vocabulary and Kathak and, there
by, marked an intra-cultural dance fusion (that is, various regional
dance styles from India were integrated, rather than the more cele
brated intercultural ones associated with the fusion of Eastern and
Western traditions). At the same time, the production represented
Netaji as a national hero who disappears into world history, but with
in the context of a local, vernacular, Bengali identity. Encouraged by
the new discourses on innovation, a traditionalist like Bandana Sen

created this new work for a local Bengali audience. Hence, the articu
lation of locality/regional identity in this Kathak choreography, sym
bolized by the mythic figure of Netaji, appears to be prompted by the
wider context of globalization and innovation.
conclusion: dancing into modernity

Tracing the evolution of classical Indian dances, anthropologist Joan
L. Erdman offers this historical periodization: the dance was ‘Indian
or Hindu’ (Oriental) when Ruth St Dennis, Anna Pavlova and Mata

Hari interpreted it, ‘authentically Indian’ when Madame Menaka,
Uday Shankar and others rediscovered it and classical Indian dance

when authentic male experts like gurus and pandits claimed it (1996:
293). But tracing the history of Kathak in the previous chapter and in
this one, and moving from reconceptualizing classical Indian dance
history, I offer another historical periodization. I map the evolution of
Kathak as it moved from the royal courts to state patronage and, in
recent years, to corporate sponsorship. Although the focus is on

Kathak, this historical periodization generally holds true for other
classical styles such as Bharatanatyam and Odissi as well. The evolu
tion of Kathak from a traditional practice in the pre-colonial and colo
nial periods to a national art form of modern/global India is linked to

the changing discourse of modernity as it shaped and continues to shape
the postcolonial nation-state.
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Kathak is a cultural form that is now expressed in the different
‘cultural zones’ patronized by the different forms of capital in a con
tested public cultural domain. ‘Innovation’ is the trend that describes
this new situation. Although used as a buzzword in popular media, the
term is significant for articulating changes in Kathak due to the var
ious forces of modernity discussed in this chapter. The proliferation
of intercultural and intracultural fusions/collaborations is now
challenging the past ideology of the ‘pure’ classical form. This intra
cultural and intercultural discourse has produced a multiplicity of
hybrid forms. But these forms are also mediated by electronic media
and elements of consumer culture like television, fashion shows, music
videos and Bollywood films.
However, I want to return to questions of ‘nation’ and ‘identity in
this multiplicity of forms. Despite an easy slippage between the
national and the global, the state and commerce, the public and the
private, the nation-state has not yet disappeared. The two choreo
graphic examples showed how innovation might be articulated

through both national and local/vernacular aesthetics, expressing
identities that are national or local. In fact, it is possible to argue that
the Kathak innovations on television beauty shows are perhaps expres
sions of transnational identities. Thus, as national cultures become
increasingly globalized as a result of transnational flows of capital,
media, goods, services, information and aesthetics and blurring geo
graphic boundaries, a counter-politics of localization and vernacularization reaffirms the complexity of cultural politics.

Notes
1 In fact, Habermas elsewhere writes that ‘the word ‘modem’ in its Latin
form modemus was used for the first time in the late fifth century in
order to distinguish the present, which had become officially Christian,
from a Roman and Pagan past. With varying content, the term ‘mod
em’ repeatedly expresses the consciousness of an epoch that relates to
the past of antiquity, in order to view itself as the result of a transition
from the old to the new (1983: 3).
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2 The government also sponsors the Kathak Kendras in Lucknow and
Jaipur, but they do not enjoy the national status of the Kendra in Delhi.
3 A report on the West Bengal State Music Academy in 1989 claims
that 14,000 students had already participated in their dance work
shops.
4 Hindi film dance has been analysed in a paper titled ‘Courtesan
Dance in Hindi Films: Nation and the “Other” Woman in India’s
Public Sphere”, delivered at the annual conference of the Popular
Cultural Association, Texas (Chakravorty 2004a).

5 Sumita Chakravorty (1993) details the courtesan films genre in her
book National Identity in Indian Popular Cinema, 1947-87.
6 I use the term intercultural fusion to denote experimentation with
styles that are identified as Indian with styles that are Western in ori
gin, and intracultural fusion to denote experimentation using differ
ent regional and folk styles from within India.

7 The penetration of the private corporate sector as a claimant to the
artistic heritage of India is a growing phenomenon (not limited to
dance) in the metropolitan cities. According to Sheela Raval (1998),
cultural enlightenment is the latest catchword in the corporate world.
Organizing workshops or lectures for their employees on subjects as
diverse as classical dance forms. Western and Indian classical music,
art and architecture, Indian mythology and philosophy has become a
new trend in business houses.
8 The esoteric knowledge of North Indian classical dance and music
was traditionally transmitted only through the male family line,
except for special groups of women like the courtesans. It is argued
that even in the modern context, traditional male gurus only teach
their most cherished knowledge to the immediate members of their
families, in spite of having students who are more promising than
•their offspring.

9 I founded Courtyard Dancers in 2000, to create choreographic works
informed by anthropological knowledge primarily using techniques
of Kathak and everyday movement vocabulary.

10 Nobel laureate Rabindranath Tagore wrote many dance-dramas
where he combined dance, songs and dialogue. The dance style
, which he created for his dramas is a blend of many Indian movement
styles (focusing primarily on Manipuri) and is called ‘Rabindra
Nritya’.

WOMEN AND KATHAK IN EVERYDAY PRACTICE

Globalization has created significant shifts in the shaping of cultural
identity. Having focused in the previous chapter on global forces such
as media and transnational flows that are changing the national nar
rative of Kathak and new cultural identities being forged by women
dancers in this new modernity, I now focus on Kathak dance as an
everyday practice that not only shapes women’s identities but is, in
turn, shaped by a diversity of women leading ordinary lives. I also turn

to the fixtures of everyday interactions among women for locating
women’s agency in spaces where it is least dramatic and visible.
Curious about how dance becomes a part of everyday life, I focus on
local/provincial dancers whose voices remain muted in the national
and international circulation of classical Indian dance. Yet, I argue, it
is their participation as teachers, students and performers that keeps
the dance alive in metropolitan centres. Through their practice of
dance, they embody a cultural identity that they simultaneously affirm
and contest.

The previous chapters established that there is an important rela
tionship between one’s identity as an Indian woman and one’s func
tion as a performer of Indian classical dance. Women have been the
primary bearers of religious symbols and cultural traditions in colonial
and postcolonial India. Despite the impact of Westernization and cul
tural globalization, the image of the female classical dancer continues
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to be a powerful symbol, invoking images of national heritage and
sacred tradition. However, this idealized identity of a female dancer ori

ents dance to a plane that is entirely different from the social reality of
their everyday lives; it conjures up a mythological world inhabited by
gods and goddesses who embody sublime emotions. This idealized
world is not completely divorced from reality and real human experi
ences, but exists in a direct relationship to it. In fact, women often
experience everyday relationships within the framework of myths.
Describing Alan Roland’s work among Indian women, Ann G. Gold
writes:

Roland argues that myth is not used symbolically by his patients
but metonymically—that it is continuous with everyday reality
rather than representation of it. Roland gives the example of a
patient who narrates an experience where she ministers to a
sick sister, and saves her life, by becoming the mythic heroine,
Savitri, who outsmarted Death himself (1994: 28).

The idealized dimensions of classical Indian dance are embedded
in the concepts of riyaz and rasa, which conjure up a mythic reality of
divine love or bhakti. The ritualistic approach of riyaz reflects the
exacting method and training of the body within the rigid aesthetic
and social structure of the guru-shishya relationship. This disciplining

of the body is not just an incidental aspect of traditional practice in
society, but is a window on how culture moulds power through just
such a medium. By looking at the social practice of Kathak in dance
classes in Galcutta, I show how it speaks to issues of social and cultur
al identity. I also show how culture affects the social behaviour/action
of the women dancers and maps their identity. Thus, through the sto
ries of these dancers, I elicit how a sense of autonomous identity
emerges even from such apparently unyielding structures. The prac
tice of Kathak becomes a nexus of the negotiation between a tradi
tional archetype and a real woman confronting the forces of a new

modernity.
In his explorations of agency in everyday life, Nicholas Dirks has
-V

observed:

-

As we increasingly, and from differing perspectives, examine

■

ordinary life, the fixtures of ordinariness give way to fractures
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and we see that struggle is everywhere, even where it is least
dramatic, and least visible . . . consensus is no longer assumed
unless proven otherwise . . . rebellion and resistance can no
longer be identified through traditional indices of the
extraordinary (1991: 218).

Thus, the ethnographic research carried out in the various Kathak
schools in Calcutta is my canvas for mapping how traditional art prac
tices like Kathak are microcosms of the larger negotiation of tradition
and modernity that shapes women’s subjectivities in postcolonial India.
Women are emerging as agents of their own history. The ethnographic
insights gathered at these local levels are pivotal for broadening the
scope of a postcolonial dance discourse, which in the past has mostly
been associated with an elitist framework of avant-garde creativity.
MYTHIC LANDSCAPE

Embodied Identities
To explore the intimate relationship between riyaz and ritual I begin
from my teacher, Bandana Sen’s class.

I was born in Allahabad in my uncle’s house. There was a
guava orchard behind the house. As a child I used to go to the
orchard with other children in the family to pick guavas.
While the others ate theirs, I used to take my collection
straight to the prayer room {thakur ghar) and offer them to

Gopal (the child Krishna). My family members used to call me
Mirabai (personal communication 1998).
For Bandana Sen, there is no difference between prayer or worship
and her dedication to Kathak. So I begin from her classroom to explore
the continuum between riyaz and ritual/performance. Both of these
practices are learned from their ‘ideal enactments’ by the master/guru,
and through repetition. This continuum of performance (in the context
of theatre) and ritual has been descried by Schechner: ‘Performance
behavior is known and or practiced behavior—or “twice behaved
behavior”, “restored behavior”—either rehearsed, previously known,
learned by osmosis since early childhood, revealed during perform^?

ance by masters, guides, gurus, or elders’ (1985: 118). Similarly)
according to Connerton: ‘Performativity cannot be thought without a
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concept of habit, and habit cannot be thought without the notion of a
bodily automatism’ (1989: 5). Riyaz is thus more than just bodily habit;
it is a form of discipline associated with traditional ritual practices.
Neuman explains that the concept of riyaz cannot be understood
merely as a translation of‘practice’: ‘it is preparation not just for per
formance, but also for “unattainable perfection”, a learning experi

ence for which there is never an end, only successive stages’ (1980:
34), and that it is very different from practising to audition or for a
concert performance as there is no immediate, practical goal. It is
about the process of attaining perfection rather than having a final
product such as a choreographic composition. The fixity of the notion
of riyaz in traditional training is described by Ashok D. Ranade (1999):
‘There is a definite suggestion of some unthinking, blind adherence to
routine in riyaz. Till a certain stage is reached, no freedom is given to
question the legitimacy/validity/efficacy of the authoritative process.’
The teacher or guru is the absolute authority in the guru-shishya rela
tionship. The student is always in a subservient position and her role

is to absorb, imitate and replicate her guru. Thus, riyaz also exempli
fies the student’s perseverance and singleminded dedication to the art
form. According to Neuman, it represents her love for her art, her

devotion to her guru and a measure of her accomplishment as an
artist/practitioner. In Arabic, Neuman says, the word riyaz means absti
nence, devotion, discipline and hard labour. The ideas of ritual and
worship not only reflect the performer’s/practitioner’s devotion to her
art, they also connote the larger cultural context of bhakti or devotion

implicit in Kathak’s cultural identity.
My own experience of being a student of Kathak for many years

in Calcutta and my ethnographic research among Bandana Sen’s stu
dents shows how a collective cultural identity is created through the
process of learning and practice within a rigid social and aesthetic
structure (associated with memorizing endless repetitions of syllabic
structures called bols). The focus on my personal experience under
scores that the most acute perceptions of embodiment have to belong
to the dancing body, as the body is both the foundation for and the
product of ‘coming into being of a meaningful world’ (Merleau-Ponty
1962). The phenomenological approach used here connects the per-
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forming body, self, mind and emotion with the cultural memory of
community formation. Following Connerton, I show how through per
formance (in this case the ritual of riyaz) ‘a community is reminded of
its identity as represented and told by a master narrative’ (1989: 70).
I turn to the training of the body during riyaz in a class in Calcutta to
analyse the relationship between performance, rzyaz/ritual, rasa/emo

tion and cultural memory in the construction of gender identity. The

aesthetic emotion of rasa and the powerful cultural memories invoked
through it are intricately related to the traditional symbol of the ‘ideal’
Indian woman drawn from the mythic narratives of Radha and
Krishna. The discipline, training and memory associated with riyaz
inscribe the body with time-honoured social values.
Stepping into the Classroom
Bandana Sen’s classroom is in the house where she has lived and

taught almost all her adult life. This small room is tucked away inside
a historic building in the bustling locality of Bhowanipur in South
Calcutta. One side of the room has a divan where she sits and gives
instruction. The tabla and harmonium players sit on the ground right
near the divan. The students face their guru and the musicians in a
semicircle. Before class begins, each student touches Bandana Sen’s

feet in pranam to show respect. She blesses each student individually
by extending her hands, after which the students touch the musical
instruments and the floor for the same purpose. By these gestures, the
room is symbolically transformed from being a mere living space into
a special place for dancing and worship. For Bandana Sen, there is no
distinction between the two.
The harmonium begins to play a repeated melody (called lehra or
nagma) based on a raga in a repeated cycle of 16 beats; the tabla
begins with the first beat of the 16th cycle with a customary pat of dha.
The students stand erect, palms clasped in front of their chests, poised
for motion. Even though the body just stands erect while the feet sim
ply go ‘right-left, right-left, left-right, left-right’, the body has to
remember this pattern and execute it with speed and precision. The
learning begins by listening to the melodic cycle and memorizing the
mnemonic syllables of each pattern. The syllabic patterns {bols) are

J

102

PALLABI CHAKRAVORTY

encoded within a metrical structure of 16 beats and are to be repeat

ed exactly. By uttering the syllabic patterns correctly, the body remem
bers the exact movement. The utterance of syllabic patterns can be
compared to the performance language of a ritual. As the dancer
advances in her lessons, the sound of the syllabic patterns and the
accompanying movements begin to mesh together, connecting the
mind with the body. Through continuous repetition, the syllables
and movements get interlinked, almost at an intuitive level. Sally
Ann Ness succinctly expresses this experience in a different context:
As ‘my arm’ became a knowing source of action, something
happened to ‘me’: ‘me’ was ‘remembered’ by ‘my arm’. The
distinct sensations of memory, personality, and a socially con
structed linguistic ‘voice’ bodily relocated themselves. While
the movement was occurring, the linguistic label ‘me’ began

to assert, with striking force and clarity, a redefinition for
itself, a new cultural construct within the body of its subject, or
bearer. Its first referent was no longer a vocal breath phrase, a

voiced ‘me’. Its first referent was no longer a face, a pair of
eyes and ears, and a brain. ‘Me’ or ‘f now meant itself to be a
limb, swinging and scooping freely through the air, ‘listening’,
as it went along, to the heavy rhythmic rocking of the pelvis to
which it was connected (1992: 5).

The sense of embodiment that one attains through the rigours of
riyaz begins with acute physical discomfort. But it gradually transforms
into the pleasure of kinesis or movement. Lalita, a senior student of
Bandana Sen, explained the complex process involved which can

range from routine practice to learning a new bol:
The initial stage of learning for me was so painful and frus
trating. It used to eat me up. 'Why couldn’t I do it—^why did I
not get it right? It sometimes happens even now when I am
learning a difficult bol. But when I finally perfect it—I am
overjoyed. So, riyaz is not just doing a routine practice for four

1

hours every day. I try to do that anyway to keep up my physi
cal stamina and skill. But for me true riyaz means practising
one single bol by minutely paying attention to each and every
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limb movement, hand gesture, facial expression, brow move
ment, neck movement and so on. This way I am not simply
moving mechanically following a certain cue from my body. I

am emotionally investing myself to bring out the essential
character or beauty of the bol. It is when I feel that I have
attainted this perfection that I am filled with joy, but otherwise

it is a struggle, a discontentment of not grasping the truth.
Another student of Bandana Sen, Kasturi, emphasized the thera
peutic nature of riyaz: ‘Last year I broke my arm. I was very sad because
I could not do riyaz. But I still came to class. My teacher told me to try
moving my limbs slowly with tabla rhythms. I began riyaz gradually, and
through regular riyaz I gained the strength back in my arms.’
For me riyaz continues to be an essential part of my engagement
with anthropological ‘participation’ in India. I still get enthralled dur
ing my Kathak riyaz in Bandana Sen’s class. During these sessions, I

am completely unconscious of the intense heat and humidity in the

cramped room and the perspiring bodies so uncomfortably close to
mine. I revel in the kinesthetic and the sensuous pleasure of my body.
Initially, this pleasure is something very personal. The actual physical
sensation of movement is pleasurable. The ensuing release of endor
phins is pleasurable. The initial feeling of pleasure is primarily a bio
physical experience. But as my senses get saturated with melody, beat
and motion, I feel less and less conscious of my body and myself. The
endless twirling and intense feet-stomping seem effortless after a

point, and my individual sense of self transcends to a collective sense
of mystical pleasure or ananda. Schechner (2001) has noted that
‘emotion’ in the Indian aesthetic performance system is not based on
personal or individual experience, nor is it based on some private
memory. Rather, emotion and emotional memory reside to some
extent in the public domain.
The repeating melodic cycle and rhythmic beats with accompany
ing movements cause an internal transformation in the performer
and, in performance settings, this helps her connect with the specta

tors or the audience. They experience rasa. Hence, the joy of riyaz is
as much bodily as mental. It is not merely about achieving physical

skill but also about a certain emotional, inner development. Since rasa
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literally means the physical experience of tasting food and is associat
ed with the mouth, the feeling of rasa is visceral, in the gut, where the
spectator and the performer, observer and observed, mesh together in
a burst of sensory pleasures (ibid.). The pleasure of rasa is attained by
developing the art of Kathak both in its abstract rhythmic context and
in its emotive expressive content, or what is known as bhava/gaZ6/iao.
The cultural initiation to Kathak that began with rhythmic feet-stomping
and executing syllabic patterns (bols) is completed through the narrative
poetry of bhava/abhinaya. The cultural and gender identity of a dancer
is moulded through rasa as experienced through the powerful and
poignant emotions expressed in the narrative structures of bhava in a
Kathak classroom. But before I discuss the experience of bhava in
Bandana Sen’s classroom, a few words about rasa might be in order.

The Concept of Rasa

The idea of rasa was suggested by Bharata Muni in his treatise on
dance and drama called the Natyashastra, written sometime between
the second century BC and the second century ad. The theory of emo
tion, which developed out of the dramatic tradition of the
Natyashastra, was concerned with exploring the difference between the
emotions felt in drama and poetry and those felt in everyday life
(Lynch 1990). Bharata focused on the aesthetics of rasa, especially in
terms of the method of its evocation during a performance (Vatsyayan
1968: 8). He identified eight primary emotions (or sthayibhava)-.

sringara (love), hasya (humour), vira (courage), bibhatsa (disgust), raudra (anger), adbhuta (astonishment), bhayanaka (terror) and karuna
(pity), and 33 transitory emotions {vyabhicharibhava). Among the many
scholars who have reinterpreted the text, the most prominent is
Abhinavagupta, who lived in the tenth century. He was a practitioner
of Shaiva monism, a philosophical tradition of ‘intense introversion’

whereby the duality of subject and object disappears and a state unlike
any empirical experience is evoked (ibid.). This is the state of pure
bliss or the transcendental state of experiencing/perceiving rasa

{rasanubhuti)d
Later, the rasa theory found expression in the medieval devotion
al movement of Bhakti. Bhakti was imagined as intense emotional
outbursts of personal devotion to god. Although found in Shaivite and
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Other sects, Bhakti is associated primarily with Vaishnavism. Aspiring
to be egalitarian and humanistic, Bhakti rose against the unyielding
caste hierarchies of orthodox Hinduism. The Vaishnavites worshipped

Vishnu in the incarnation of Krishna. The aesthetic emotion of rasa
was experienced through bhakti by the devotee (bhakta) in the form
of divine bliss. The Vaishnavites rejected the role of the brahman or
the priest as the ritual intermediary between man and god as prac
tised in orthodox Hinduism and claimed that they could reach com
munion with Krishna through dancing and singing. The Vaishnavites

reduced the original eight primary emotions or sthayibhavas to five
earthly emotions, among which erotic love between man and woman
as expressed in the stories of Radha and Krishna became most promi
nent. 2 This is called sringararasa; earthly, sensuous and transcenden
tal, it predominates the repertoire of Kathak and other Indian dances.
Therefore, where the Natyashastra began the process of rasa evocation
from a detached, impersonal state as explained by Vatsyayan (1968),

Bhakti philosophy engaged in a more subjective, embodied experi
ence with a personal/domesticated god. The state of rasanubhuti, how
ever, is an impersonal, transcendental state where emotion belongs in
the public domain as a collective experience. According to Abhinavagupta, the collective pleasure that is experienced in rasa is activated
through the permanent emotion latent in a person’s subconscious or
sthayibhava. Saxena resolves the contradictory elements in rasa in the
following manner:
. . . [BJecause the process of rasa-evocation proceeds by build
ing upon sthayibhava which is an element of our native equip
ment as persons, and also because the distinct character of
rasa is known in the light of (its) sthayibhava so regarded, when
rasa finally emerges it seems as but a happy catering for our
own basic disposition. It is this which makes rasa appear as a
joy that wells up from within us, as against which a feeling
which an object may directly excite (1991: 138).
The aesthetic of rasa associated primarily with dance and dramatic
performance is fundamentally different from the dominant Western
aesthetic of observation, or ‘the gaze’, where what is observed is sepa
rated or distanced from the eye of the observer, making it rationally
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ordered and objective. In the Western theories of aesthetic perception,
seeing is based on maintaining the separation between the
subject/observer and object/observed. This is different from Indian
theories of the same in which seeing or darshan is linked to the awak
ening of rasa within the spectator/observer; seeing is gazing, knowing

and touching. Thus, the visual is grasped through touch and it
involves expressing feelings/emotions. In the ritual context, darshan
implies that the object being viewed (the deity) is returning the gaze
of the observer/devotee (see Eck 1981). In this sense, perception is a
reciprocal, participatory, collective experience. Coorlawala explains
how ‘. . . a mutually complicit merging of subject-object positions is
necessary requisite for darshan’ (1996: 24). A transformative darshan
necessarily involves reciprocal ‘seeing’. The visual privileging of per
ception through the eyes is reversed in rasa, where the distance

between the observer and observed is replaced by the direct and sen
suous experience of tasting, touching and feeling. The experience of
rasa is ‘sensuous, proximate, experiential. Rasa is aromatic. Rasa fills

space, joining the outside to the inside’ (Schechner 2001: 29).
However, rasa cannot be experienced by the culturally uninitiated,
since cultural knowledge, skill and social memory are intricately
linked to this experience. For the culturally initiated audience-mem
ber (rasika,), the experience of rasa is a journey for the cultivation of
the emotional state of supreme self-realization—divine bliss. In short:
‘There is no emphasis . . . upon the search to know oneself through

one’s unique, individual feelings; rather, one’s emotions are one’s true
self, and “the” essence of true reality’ (Lynch 1990: 18). Through
intense immersion in the ritual of riyaz, the cultural memory of the
Radha-Krishnalila or divine play is evoked. In the next section, I will
focus on abhinaya, the expressive movements and gestures also known
as bhava {})hao} in Kathak, to explain how the ritual of Krishnalila is

re-enacted through riyaz. It is through the narrative of bhava that the
cultural initiation to Kathak is completed and gendered subjects are
produced.
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Inside the Classroom
When Bandana Sen teaches her students bhava, she asks them to lis
ten to her stories with deep concentration. The narrative songs of

bhava are usually drawn from bhajans and thumris. She retells the sto
ries of Radha and Krishna depicted in these songs by embellishing
them with many events from her own life. (Incidentally, Bandana Sen,

who never married and devoted her entire life to dance, is a devotee
of Krishna.) One of her favourite stories is based on the poet-saint
Mirabai who was an ardent Krishna bhakta and one of the most pop

ular poet-saints of North India. Although born into and married to
royalty, she gave up her royal status to become a mendicant poet and
Krishna devotee. Mira considered Krishna to be her real husband and
wrote many bhajans expressing her love for him. She is similar to
Radha, who was passionate about Krishna while being the wife of
another man. This particular longing, full of anticipation for union, is
a common theme of the Vaishnavite Bhakti poetry that became popu
lar in the sixteenth century. It has strong parallels with the longing for
union with god in the image of an intoxicated lover or a lovesick
maiden expressed in the poetry and teachings by Sufi mystics such as
Amir Khusrau and Jalaluddin Rumi. The founder of the Sufi order of
whirling dervishes, Rumi lived and taught in the thirteenth century
and is considered to be one of the first ranks of mystical masters

among Indians, Pakistanis and Arabs alike (see Shah 1971).
Influenced by Rumi, Amir Khusrau composed poetry in Persian and
Hindawi in the fourteenth century and is one of the most important
figures of Indo-Islamic composite culture (Chakravorty 2006).
The idea of divine passion associated with illicit longing and
desire is called parakiyabhava, which is the essence of erotic emotion or
sringararasa. The path to salvation or being one with the divine is
based on the longing for one’s lover, who is imagined as a domesti
cated, personal god in Bhakti poetry/song. The Mira bhajan Bandana
Sen narrates to her students is the familiar story of Mira’s longing for
Krishna. She humorously interprets the feeling of parakiyabhava
expressed in the bhajan by comparing it to her students’ escape from
their shoshur bari (in-laws’ residence) for a rendezvous with their child

hood sweethearts. Sitting on her red divan, Sen articulates movements
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through facial expressions and gestures; her students, who are seated
on the floor in rapt attention, slowly rise up to articulate through their
body and facial expressions the verses (translation mine):
To Giridhari’s (Krishna’s) residence I will go
Giridhari is my true love

Looking at him, I am mesmerized by his beauty
I will go when it is dark night
At dawn I will return ...
All through I will play (perform lila) with bnaake (Krishna) . . .
Without whom I am miserable
To Giridhari’s residence I will go.
To convey this emotion, the lines are repeated over and over again

while her other students and I visualize the gestures and movements
used by our teacher. Slowly, my body responds by moving my arms in
vague remembrance but, as the poignant singing continues, I slowly
slip to direct emoting that seems to arise from within my body. The
mundane classroom with its everyday objects like the television, divan
and ceiling fan recedes from my consciousness as the room is trans
formed into the magical green pastures of Vrindavan (where Krishna
supposedly lived). As my feelings, emotions and thoughts are linked,
my embodied mind visualizes many images. I visualize Krishna dally
ing with the gopis (milkmaids); Krishna playing the flute; Krishna
dancing with Radha. A sense of celebration, festivity and nostalgic
pleasure engulfs me as I engage in rapturous dancing like Radha. This
dancing is reminiscent of the unending circular dance of raslila (both
passion-play and cosmic dance) described in these words:
Krishna began his great rasa-play with the gopis. As each
attempted to keep as close to Krishna as possible, the circular

dance could not be constructed. Krishna, therefore, took each
by the hand, assuming as many bodies as there were gopis.
Between two gopis there was a Krishna and as they began
their dance, each of them thought that Krishna was hers
alone. In this unending circular rasa dance, ‘the bracelets, and
anklets, and waist bands of the gopis, united with Krishna,
raised a loud sound of divine harmony’ (Goswamy and
Dallapiccola 1982: 58).
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Kathak riyaz, even for the most secular person, arouses intense
feelings of bhakti through the evocation of the powerful imagery of
raslila. Gary B. Palmer and William R. Jankowiak have examined the
visualization of imagery through the power of emotional experience
during performance: ‘Cognition has an emotional character that
adheres to its image schematic and specific content... It is because cul
ture and biopsychology operate mutually in constituting the imagistic
and symbolic construction of emotions that we can say that they are
also mutually constitutive in performance itself’ (1996: 242).
During bhava, the dancer’s body reaches the ideal body or siddha
deha—the ‘perfected body’ of a bhakta idealized in Bhakti philosophy.
‘It points to the fact that the body can and does move from the phys
ical to the metaphysical, and from the grossest to the subtlest, from
time actual to time transcendental’ (Vatsyayan 1983: 4). It is no sur
prise that bhava or abhinaya is considered the most difficult and cre

ative aspect of Kathak. Only a mature dancer can truly engage in
bhava as it is not learned merely through imitation but is based on
improvisation. As the dancer embodies Mira’s longing for Krishna,

she feels the pleasure of rasa deep within herself. This prompts her to
engage in further interpretations of the narrative. In this sense, the
line between practice, performance and creativity is blurred in riyaz.

According to Lalita, one of Bandana Sen’s students:
For a mature dancer her riyaz is only meaningful when she is
also creative. It is when after years of imitating her guru she
can engage in her own interpretation of a particular bol or a

song that she is complete as a dancer. Riyaz allows a dancer to
reach this creative process, and so creativity is not separate but
integral to the larger meaning of riyaz.

The feeling of rasa creates deep self-enjoyment within the per
former, which prompts her to engage in play and improvisation. The
initiation of improvisation validates her self-identity. In this way,
women become subjects of their own experience, even when the dom
inant narrative remains tradition-bound and patriarchal. I argue that
dancers explore this particular kind of experiential self through
Kathak riyaz, which is fundamental to who they are in the world. This
is their cultural identity, in both the collective and individual sense.
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The comments made by many dancers when I asked them why they
liked Kathak are illustrative of this form of agency, which is difficult to
textualize but is danced or embodied. Debi, another student in
Bandana Sen’s class, offered this analogy:
. .. my sense of fulfillment acquired through riyaz can be com
pared to a blossom. It is when you water a plant for many
years and one day it flowers—my feeling is like that flowering.
It is like growing, climbing higher, progressing, irrespective of
the destination. The process is important. In this dance you
are a student all your life. My guru gives me the gist, the
essence, and I work on it to make it flower. So, when I am
dancing I am alive, physically and emotionally.
However, the bodily emotion of rasa is not a subjective emotion or
merely an inner enactment; it also belongs in the public domain.

During performance, this is what connects the dancer to her audience.
Vatsyayan reminds us:

The representation of the emotions of the hero is to be entirely
independent of the actor’s or dancer’s own feelings. Hence he
or she can enjoy the transcendental flavor, the rasa, in the same
impersonal way as the audience. The work of art and also the
artist and the actor thus become participants in a ritual where
the work of art is the yantra—the device through which the sadhaka (artist) sees the vision of the Absolute as much as the audi
ence to whom the work is presented (1968: 9).

Abhinavagupta, the primary interpreter of rasa theory, envisioned
the ideal audience to have the following qualities: sahrdayatva (aesth
etic susceptibility), pratibha (power of visualization), kavyanusilana
(poetic culture), bhavana (contemplative habit), tanmayibhavana-yogyata
(capacity for identification or ‘becoming’) and rasikatva (notions of

taste). The collective experience of emotion and the visualization of
imagery are keys to the performance-audience connection. The emo
tion evoked while performing (such as sringararasa) is part of the collec
tive consciousness, which evokes the imagery of Radha and Krishna.
As Palmer and Jankowiak explain: ‘It is because the event of perform
ance is constituted in imagination, enactment, and symbolic expres-
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sion that the concept of performance must include both inner experi

ence and outwardly directed communication’ (1996: 240).
Rasa as Cultural Memory

During Kathak riyaz, the performer herself is the audience. In this the
ory of reception, the performer becomes a partaker of the perform
ance as she is moved by her own experience of dancing (Schechner
2001). As the body swirls in frenzied motion and the feet stomp in
rhythmic beats, the performer experiences the pleasure of rasa deep
inside herself, within her own body that is dancing, that is hearing the
music, that is moving. As the saying goes: where the hands go, the eyes
follow; where the eyes go, the mind follows; where the mind goes,
emotions follow; and when emotions are expressed, there is rasa.
Schechner explains that this logically linked performance of emotions
that points to the ‘self’ is not the self as in personal ego, but the
absolute self of Hindu philosophy—the ‘atman’. I argue that this evo

cation of the ‘absolute self’ evoked through rasa ultimately triggers
the cultural memory of the mythic narrative of Radha-Krishnalila,
patterned after erotic, human love. As described earlier, the per
former is transported to the world of dancing and feasting associated
with ritual play or lila. Through rhythm and repetition, the performer
enters the eternal circular space of raslila, which is symbolically
marked by the cyclical time of melodic circles in the Kathak repertoire.
In Vatsyayan’s words, this is the cyclic time of the universe with a ‘con
stant rhythm of evolution and devolution’ (1983: 4).
With the sound of the ghungrus, the incessant rhythmic beats,
passionate singing and melodic cycles, the body in riyaz merges with

that of the devotee/bhakta (which literally means one who partakes or
participates) as a partaker in lila, in her love for Krishna. In this sense,
the performer is identical to Radha, the lover and the eternal devotee
of Krishna. Lalita’s remarks are very apt in this context:

When I am doing bhava I always imagine myself as Radha. I
remember what my guru said. Regardless of my surrounding,
whether it is a classroom, on stage or at home, I am oblivious
to everything including my teacher or the audience. I only see

and think of Krishna. I see him in front of me. Otherwise, it
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is impossible to do bhava. One bas to lose one’s sense of self
after a point and merge with Radha. At that point, I feel like
every woman, the eternal woman.
Thus, the performer symbolizes every woman/man whose body is
seen as the microcosm of the universe. In her/him one finds the ‘cos
mic embrace’ of Radha and Krishna, which is experienced through
the intense aesthetic emotion of rasa—in a state of spiritual realization
which is a form of yogic transcendence (or the merging of atman with
brahman or the universal).

A ritual is not a journal or memoir. Its master narrative is
more than a story told and reflected on; it is cult enacted. An
image of the past, even in the form of a master narrative, is
conveyed and sustained by ritual performances. And this
means that what is remembered in commemorative cere
monies is something in addition to a collectively organized
variant of personal or cognitive memory. For if ceremonies are
to work for their participants, if they are to be persuasive to
them, then those participants must not be simply cognitively
competent to execute the performance; they must be habituat
ed to the performance. This habituation is to be found ... in

the bodily substrate of the performance (Connerton 1989: 72).
Thus rasa, which produces such passionate pleasure, causes re
enactments of the mythic ritual performance or lila in the minds of

the performers whose bodies remain absorbed in the ritual of riyaz.
Riyaz is, therefore, as much a mental process as an embodied social
practice. The daily routine of riyaz can be a powerful site where the
dominant narrative of Krishnalila is reinforced in the minds of its
practitioners as the authentic tradition of Kathak, thereby homoge
nizing its diverse history and tradition, especially its development in
Muslim courts as a secular dance form. In this way, the dominant
power structures in India are reproduced and tradition is reinvented
as etemal.3 Paul Stoller has argued that an embodied approach to cul
ture can shift our focus from ‘how a historical ritual text constitutes a dis
course to the concrete analysis of how one set of embodied practices
molds historical context to constitute power-in-the-world’ (1995: 8).4

WOMEN AND KATHAK IN EVERYDAY PRACTICE

MATERIAL CONTEXT

The reification of classical Indian dance in the mythic realm creates an
archetypical image of women that is appropriated hy the nationalist
narrative of tradition—^which is both brahmanical and patriarchal.
However, within this limited narrative there is room for play and
manoeuvre, not only in the structure of the dance as I indicated earlier
hut also within the habitus of the dancer’s day-to-day life. In this under

standing of live processes, women are not radical revolutionaries ready
to dismantle the existing structures; the reality on the ground demon
strates that a complete break from existing structure is neither possi
ble nor essential. However, the dancers are actors who make choices,
take action to change their circumstances and have deep feelings for
the art they practise. Thus, the dominant ideology is undermined in
the temporal flow of everyday interactions. After all, hegemonic ide
ologies are never uniform and coherent systems of control. As
Foucault explains, power is not something that is acquired, seized or

shared, something that one holds or allows to slip away; power is exer
cised from innumerable points in the interplay of non-egalitarian and
mobile relations (1990: 94).
Oldenburg (1991) has pointed out that women’s struggles in the
postcolonial world had primarily focused on the confrontational
nature of gender politics hy ignoring the ‘invisihle activism’ by women
in diverse socio-political contexts that cannot he fit into the straitjacket
of a Western, liberal feminism, Marxist revolutionary or even a
Gandhian paradigm. The goal at this point is to move forward to
claim women, ordinary women, as actors and agents who are engaged
in recreating and altering the dominant ideology. It is imperative as
feminist scholars to assert that they are historical beings, not tradi

tional symbols and mythic figures.
In an introduction to a collection of essays on South Asian
Women, Kumar (1994) argues (echoing Oldenburg) that South Asian
studies must begin to produce knowledge on the subjectivity of
women. She begins by problematizing Western-based feminist theory
and Eurocentric postmodernism by questioning, adapting and modi
fying theory to make sense of particular South Asian contexts. A South

Asian feminist perspective includes ‘unveiling the covered, listening to
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the muted, looking for hidden meanings—all discovering a separate,
parallel discourse for women within the larger context of a normative,

more familiar male-centred discourse’ (Kumar 1994: 2). In classical
Indian dance, the identity and subjectivity of a dancer is derived from
the larger social organization of gharana (see Chapters 2 and 5) rep
resented by patriarchal male lineages. Women in North Indian dance
and music are never given the same status as the male gurus/teachers.
Only a handful of them have been able to break out of the lineage
structure to establish their individuality as artists. In the case of
Kathak, these artists have been cosmopolitan women who have been
able to absorb progressive ideas into their artistic work. Some, like
Kumudini Lakhia, have been cast in the role of a revolutionary. But

the question is: how can we articulate alterity for the provincial
dancer, the tradition-bound dancer, the local dancer who is not a
cosmopolitan artist? In seeking to gain insight on such women, I situate
them in the context of their personal histories. These stories of dancers,
students, teachers and professional women illuminate how they fashion

themselves and their lives within specific instances and within particular
historical contexts. My intent here is not to establish a woman’s domain
outside the patriarchal domain of gharana structures, but to show how
she emerges as a subject while inhabiting these structures. I begin with

Bandana Sen again. Although she is a respected artist in Calcutta, she
remains marginal in the national and international narrative of Kathak.
LIFE STORIES

Bandana Sen
I arrived at Bandana Sen’s house on 24 July 2002, the day of
gurupumima. The two rooms that she occupies were teeming with her
students. Everyone had flowers, garlands and sweets in their hands.
They crowded into her bedroom, in one corner of which is her prayer
mantelshelf with various icons: Krishna, Shiva, Saraswati, photo
graphs of her spritual gurus and her dance guru Shambhu Maharaj.
The room was filled with fragrance and smoke from flowers and
incense. Never one to keep track of the Hindu calendar, I came with
a box of pastries. I was greeted by Naina, my student in Philadelphia,
who was taking classes at Nupur Dance Academy during the summer.
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Bandana Sen, whom I call pishi, seated me affectionately next to her
in front of the prayer mantel. Speaking softly, she asked me to repeat:
‘Guru Bramha, Guru Vishnu, Guru Maheshwara—Matra Mulam Guru
Vakhyam, Mokshya Mulam Gurur Kripa’ (the essence of these chants is
the guru’s words or instructions along with the guru’s blessings is lib
eration). She continued: ‘Take the flowers in your hand, clasp them
together and think of all the teachers who have given you knowledge,
wisdom and love. Think of your parents first, as they are our first
teachers. The love and guidance of our teachers are essential for
becoming a complete human being. I bless each of you to become

good human beings.’
Bandana Sen is a profoundly spiritual person. Temperamentally
other-worldly and artistic, her lifestyle can appear chaotic to an
outsider. Her residence and dance school is part of a 150-year-old
building, with an equally ancient (at least in appearance) doorman at
the entrance called Shokhia. The past glory of the Sen household,
which once practically owned the entire locality (so I have been told),
is still evident despite the decaying interiors (literally and figuratively).
The several families that live inside this historical old building are all
related to Bandana Sen, but are now estranged due to property dis
putes. Sen came to live in the house when she was four years old. As a
young girl, she joined the then famous performance centre in
Calcutta—Banibithi—^where Pranab Roy, an influential person in the
cultural sphere, was the secretary. Her father Prakash Sen was the
president. Jaikumari Devi, the daughter of the Kathak doyen of the
Jaipur gharana Jailal, used to teach there. At that time, the cultural

centre was housed in Ramesh Mitra Girls School. Sen later became a
disciple of Shambhu Maharaj, sealing her relationship with her guru
by performing the ritual oiganda bandha.^ In her own words:
My career as a dancer began from a very young age. Although

I remained an amateur dancer till I graduated (meaning she
never accepted money), I was groomed as a professional since
I was little girl by my late father, barrister Prakash Sen. My
father provided me with all the necessary resources to excel in
dance. I was showered with new costumes, jewellery, musicians
and even a bodyguard. My father even brought Shambhu

115

116

PALLABI CHAKRAVORTY

Maharaj from Delhi every year from 1955 onwards to Calcutta
to train me. My father arranged for Maharajji’s every need,
which included providing him with lodging, food, wine and
musicians. My father put me in Urdu classes to make me
familiar with the Kathak culture of the time. But I had to do
my part—I practised long and hard for hours and somehow
had to obtain a bachelor’s degree from college. In spite of
such ambition for myself, my father thought I would get mar

ried and settle down like other respectable, middle-class
Bengali girls. He died a broken man because I never married.
I remember how busy I was during my heyday. I lived like a

superstar. I performed in all the big conferences in the 1950s
and 1960s: All India Music Conference, Jhankar Music
Conference, Sadrang Sangeet Sammelan, Tansen Sangeet
Sammelan, Bhowanipur Sangeet Sammelan, among many,

many others. I remember, in 1957, at Prayag Sangeet
Sammelan in Allahabad, I had gone as a young girl to dance.
I had to dance to the percussion of Ustad Habibuddin Khan,
who played in the style of the Jaipur gharana, while I danced to
the bols of Lucknow. I also cherish my memory of tabla maestro
Shanta Prasad, with whom I performed on various occasions.

Bandana Sen’s life is quite different now. She is no longer the
young and dynamic dancer she once was, but she continues to give
two-hour-long solo recitals. She has gone through many professional
and personal crises, but her energy remains undiminished. During
our conversations, she always made snacks for me to eat, gave dance
instructions to some students and still had time to do her customary

prayers to Lord Krishna. She once remarked to me in a very intense
moment: ‘My dance, my art is my life, my love, my passion and my
prayer. I never married because I could never love a man the way I

love my art.’ She added that at one time she used to receive a lot of
marriage proposals. She turned them all down and, as a protective
stance against the male world, she decided to become everybody’s,
even her students’, pishi. ‘This way,’ she said, ‘I will be always related
to people as their father’s sister and always be theoretically under

male protection.’

WOMEN AND KATHAK IN EVERYDAY PRACTICE

She recalled how difficult it was for her to choose to be a dancer.
With pain in her heavily kohled, big, languid eyes, she told me about
how small she felt when people made fun of her comings and
goings—‘there she goes, the baiji,’ they would whisper. In fact, during
the 1950s, she really was often up on the stage with some of the bais
who were still performing. Among them, she recalled Zohra Bai, who
appeared in Hindi films like Zeenat made in 1945. She said that the
bai dance was completely obsolete now. She confessed that it was very
voluptuous and that she had to transform their (the bais’) physical
appeal to a spiritual plane. She said that the vigour of Kathak had also

been lost due to the lightfooted showmanship that has become so pop
ular now. She spoke about her own creations:

I choregraphed Kathak through the Ages in 1973, Siddhartha in
1981; Shakuntala, Mirabai, Ghazal Night, Ramayana followed in
later years. My recent work is Mahajibaner Pathe [discussed in
the previous chapter]. Although I have never received finan
cial support for my works from the state and central govern
ment, I have tried to create new work regularly. Kolkata
Doordarshan (television) has always presented my work. I
have worked with their producers closely and have even given
them ideas about production.

Bandana Sen has received many awards. She received the Nritya
Shiromani from Bharatiya Hindi Shiksha Parishad in the 1960s and,
more recently, the Shiromani Puraskar in 1998 from Asian Paints. But
she confided that she is still waiting for the Sangeet Natak Akademi
Award or some other equivalent gesture of recognition from the cen

tral goverment. Sen has trained many generations of dancers in her
school and continues to choreograph and perform. As she said: ‘Many
dancers have come and gone. In my time it was difficult to survive as
a woman dancer/artist from the Bengali middle class; somehow I have

survived by sheer tenacity of purpose.’ Perhaps it is her fiercely
uncompromising stance against the establishment and her self
effacing personality that are responsible for her under-recognized
stature in the world of Kathak.
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Dancers at Nupur Dance Academy
My conversations with Kasturi and Sutapa began at the Nupur Dance
Academy during rehearsals for a group production in 1998. Bandana
Sen established Nupur, situated in Chakraberia Lane in Bhowanipur, in
approximately 1963. At one time it used to be one of the more promi
nent schools of Kathak in Calcutta. Now, tucked inside the jagged build

ings of Bhowanipur, it is barely noticeable. However, the sounds of
the ringing bells and tabla pats continue to remind the passersby of its
legacy as a Kathak centre. It continues to nurture several Kathak
dancers in the city and the surrounding mofussils (district towns). It
receives no private or state support and exists in isolation, far away from
the limelight and glamour of Delhi. Nupur Dance Academy survives as
an institution by the sheer force of its founder-director’s personality and

support from its 100-odd students.
The students were rehearsing for a performance that was sched
uled to be held at Rabindra Sadan, an important cultural centre in
Calcutta, on 11 January 1998. It was being done for Ramesh Mitra
Girls School, a Bengali-medium public school in the Bhowanipur
area, which was celebrating its birth centenary. The school was hon
ouring Bandana Sen as an exemplary ex-student. It was, therefore, a
perfect opportunity for the dancers at Nupur to present some of the
new Kathak performances choreographed by their teacher.
Kasturi Ghosh

Sipping tea and munching samosas on a hot summer afternoon, hud
dled in a cramped, airless restaurant where we had sneaked out dur

ing one of the rehearsals, Kasturi explained:
I live in Diamond Harbour, a small town on the Hooghly river,
south of Calcutta. I have a younger sister. My town is being
developed as a tourist resort. My surroundings are very scenic.
My friends from Nupur visit me often. I commute to dance
class by train and bus. The days I attend classes, which varies
from once a week to three or four times a week, depending on
rehearsals, I usually wake up before dawn to prepare for the
day. I catch the early local train to reach Howrah station; from
there, I take the bus to attend my 10:30 class. I am seldom
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late. After class, which gets over around 2:00 in the afternoon,
I have lunch and I spend time with friends. I usually get back
home late on such days.

Kasturi was in her mid-twenties. She had finished her Master’s
degree and was studying to acquire a Montessori teaching certificate.
She taught kindergarten classes and had been teaching Kathak to
young children in her home for more than three years. She proudly
claimed that she had more than 20 students in her class, but confessed
that she had begun with only one. Slim, tall, attractive and very artic
ulate, I always saw Kasturi dressed in long-sleeved cotton, printed
churidar kameezes, with matching dupattas.® Unlike a lot of other stu
dents who usually wore worn-out dupattas/odhanis designated for
dance practice, which they tied around their waist and shoulder,
Kasturi always used freshly ironed, matching dupattas during her
practice sessions. I suppose she saw no need for saving a dupatta from
getting soiled in sweat and grime during practice when the churidar

kameez was likely to suffer the same fate. She always exuded this commonsensical approach to life during our conversations. She spoke at
length about her experience as a teacher of small children, both in

kindergarten and in her home-based Kathak classes:
Nowadays parents with small children as young as four come
to enrol their little ones in my dance class. Everything is very

competitive these days. The kids have to know dance, music,
art even before they enter kindergarten. In fact, they are
interviewed to see whether they are getting the nesessary
training in all aspects of art. It is so absurd.

Kasturi appeared to be a critical observer of the changes in
Kathak. She saw herself as a proponent of the tradition, but not com
pletely opposed to innovation. However, she considered blindly imi
tating the West to be the lowest form of innovation.
When I started to learn at Nupur in 1980, only one other person
from my home town came to Kolkata to learn classical dance.
Now it is very common. More people are interested in classical
culture in my home town than in the city of Kolkata. Here, every

body likes MTV stuff. I don’t like all the Westernization that

119

120

PALLABI CHAKRAVORTY

is happening in dance choreographies these days. The MTV
and Bollywood dances are too mechanical. There is no feeling in

the dances. My favourite part of Kathak is the abhinaya. It is all
about feeling. I like my teacher because she is unsurpassed in
the art of abhinaya and bhao. The power of abhinaya is such that
it can even tranform the ugliest creature into a beautiful woman.
The modem Kathak compositon in the Hindi film Dil to Pagal
Hai by the enchanting Madhuri Dixit is rather attractive though.
The choreographer was of course Pandit Biqu Maharaj.

Kasturi came to Bandana Sen after having watched her pishi teach
Kathak to a television audience in the early 1980s. (Like many of the
other dancers who learn at Nupur, she too referred to her teacher as

pishi.) Kasturi was very specific about her relationship with her teacher,
whom she regarded more like a close relative than a formal teacher. She
explained that learning from male teachers was a problem because it

involved the traditional gum-shishya relationship that demanded much
more than just being a student. ‘What if the male teacher asks me for
sexual favours?’ Like pishi says, with a male gum you have to give your
tan (body), man (mind) and dhan (wealth) sometimes. I can’t get into
that. I am a modem woman.’
During our conversations and meetings Kasturi appeared quite

content with her involvement with Kathak, mostly as a group dancer
and a local teacher in her area. She said her days were very busy with
attending Montessori training classes, teaching kindergarten and
attending Kathak classes. Besides, she also gave solo performances in
her home town. She did not consider dancing full time an option—

‘There is no money in it,’ she said. But she added that she would only
marry someone who would allow her to continue with her dance. In
her confident, personable manner, Kasturi confided that in spite of
her middle-class, small-town background, her parents were very liber
al and had allowed her and her sister to be very independent—unlike
her relatives, especially her uncle’s family which, she exclaimed, was

‘so very conservative’.

Sutapa Mondol
Sutapa tied the threaded bells meticuously around her ankles. She
stood up and tapped her feet to make sure they were snugly bound.
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Pulling her dupatta around her waist, she took a few turns. She
stopped and looked at me and said that she would have to be brief as
she is always pressed for time. ‘My last name is actually Das. Mondol
is my maiden name. I decided not to change it due to bureacratic
hassles—like filling out innumerable employment forms in my work

place.’ For her, refusing to change her last name was not a feminist
assertion, but a pragmatic decision for the sake of convenience. Yet,
Sutapa amazed me with her very independent lifestyle.

Sutapa was a professional nurse. She got her nursing degree at the
R. G. Kar Medical College in Calcutta, after obtaining an undergrad
uate degree from a local college in her home town. She also had dance
diplomas. from the Allahabad Board of Music. Sutapa was from
Mathurapur, which she said was a village in the Raidighi area, south
of Calcutta. She now lived in Kakdweep (a small town) and worked as
a nurse at the Kakdweep rural hospital. She said that she lived alone
in the government hospital quarters. Her husband, Sushil Das,

worked in Calcutta and visited her from time to time. Sutapa was a tac
iturn person and needed prodding to answer my questions. One after
noon, she reluctanly admitted that she had married her ‘childhood
sweetheart’. She usually wore simple churidar kameezes during classes
and sported the customary symbols of a Hindu wife—conch-shell
bangles and a vermilion mark on her forehead. She confessed that her

in-laws did not know that she wore anything other than saris:
My in-laws do not know even about my dance. I practise in my
own quarters and when I visit them I always wear saris. They
are aged, village folk who are used to village ways. My hus
band and I support them with our salaries. Although I grew
up in a village, lived in a tali house,bathed in the river and

cooked in mud ovens, I was brought up differently. My father
was a primary-school teacher, who first brought me to my
dance guru from distant Mathurapur.

At this point, some of the other girls present during this conver
sation said in unision: ‘It is always different when you are a daughter.
But as soon as you become a daughter-in-law (gharer hou), it changes.’
Most of the girls present concurred that it was still unacceptable in
most middle-class homes to allow the daugther-in-law to dance
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Sutapa reflected that this could be due to the history of Kathak and

the stigma of prostitution attached to it. She added that there is no
denying that Kathak came from the ‘baijis’ (courtesans); this was obvi

ous from the costumes seen in Hindi films such as Pakeezah and Umrao
Joan, she added. Some of the girls objected, saying that the dance had
originated in the Hindu temples. No agreement was reached on this.
After I had spent a considerable amount of time with Sutapa, she
opened up a lot more. During one of our conversations she lamented;

My job as a nurse is taking up too much of my time. There is
very little time left for my dance after the relentless schedule I

follow as a nurse. Then I have resposibilities to my own parents
and to my in-laws. There is hardly any time to eat regular
meals sometimes. In spite of that I teach a couple of students.
I am slowly giving up my dream of opening a big dance school
where I live. Moreover, performing at big events in the city or
on television is completely out of the question for me. I have

no time for rehearsals at Nupur for participating in group per
formances for television, etc. Besides, it is too expensive to
come for rehearsals on a regular basis. It costs me Rs 64 per
trip. However, my guru is the most compassionate person I
know. Once I attended classes without paying for six months.

Even though the fees here are nominal compared to some
other dance schools in the city, I just could not afford it at one
point. I was completly taken aback when pishi visited my house

to tell me that money should never come between us.
Sutapa said that her favourite part of Kathak were the bols; she
always felt a sense of achievement after mastering a particular bol. But

6/iao/abhinaya provided space for creativity. She also found innovative

works and Bollywood numbers exciting:
Bols in Kathak are structured around concrete cycles and
rhythms. How can we go out of that grammar and be innova
tive in the creative process? On the other hand, although bhao
uses songs that have a specific taal (rhythmic stucture), we can
interpret the meaning of the words in the song differently. We

can show various emotions using the same words. There is a
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lot of room for improvisation there, I feel. There are, of
course, other kinds of innovative works going on. I recently
saw an incredible Western and Eastern collaboration. Ballet
and Kathak on television. I can’t remember the choreographer.
I have also seen on television an innovative work by Pandit
Birju Maharaj and Saswati Sen, where they improvised an
enactment of playing with a ball. Novelty is very important
now. There is so much competition. I like all kinds of
dances—including break, disco and Bollywood styles. They
are energetic and exciting. I would learn to dance them if I
could. But my attraction for Kathak and my guru is more pow
erful. Whenever I have time for myself, I rush to class—it is
like an obsession.

Suchandra Mitra

Suchandra had an unusual story to tell. Born into a well-to-do Bengali

family in Behala, Calcutta, and the youngest of 10 brothers and sisters,
Suchandra was a familiar Kathak dancer in the city. She left her family
at one point in her young life to live with her beloved teacher
Bandana Sen—^whom she called ‘Munam’. She explained to me in
great detail what prompted her to take such a drastic decision. At one
time, she had severe problems in both her own and her adopted home
but somehow survived the social isolation and now enjoyed a good
relationship with her family. She explained;
I had a conventional childhood. But I always danced—even as
a little girl, even before I attended a single dance class. When

I was around six or seven, while teaching dance to some girls
in my para (locality), a thorn pricked my left foot. It stayed
there till I was 18. I had a tumour growing inside my foot. It
was discovered when I had an operation to retrieve the thorn.
In between, I suffered innumerable times due to my afflicted
foot. It got sore and swollen and I spent sleepless nights
because of the pain. I had problems with wearing shoes. But I
always danced.

Suchandra initially learned Kathak from a disciple of Bandana
Sen, Enakshi Saha, who had a school in Behala. She first came to
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Bandana Sen when she was 13. She recalled that she had once seen
Sen perform at Rabindra Sadan and had been spellbound by her
enactment of Draupadi’s Bastraharan.^ The very first time Suchandra
came to visit Bandana Sen was when she needed a costume for her own
performance. ‘At that time,’ Suchandra chuckled, ‘we had the same size.’
(Incidentally, Suchandra now towers over the petite and fragile frame of
her guru.) After that she began attending dance classes at Nupur just
like the other girls, but her involvement slowly turned into an emotion
al relationship with her guru. She was moved by the struggles her guru
was going through as a middle-aged, single woman and a professional

dancer within the patriarchal structure of her profession and her
family. Although barely out of her teens, she decided to leave her com
fortable life in Behala and join her guru in her modest surroundings.
During my days at Nupur Dance Academy I have personally witnessed
how hard Suchandra worked to take care of her guru’s every need. Now
Suchandra is a co-director of the school which has expanded spatially to

include the growing number of students in the class.
Suchandra, a graduate from Calcutta University, also studied in
Delhi between 1987 and 1989 on a national scholarship. She partici
pated in many conferences, including the Ragini Conference in 1983,
Swami Haridas Sangeet Sammelan in Bombay in 1992 and the
Bhowanipur Sangeet Sammelan in Calcutta in 1995. She was a regu
lar performer for Doordarshan’s national programmes and had
received several awards. Suchandra was very vocal about the assymet-

rical power sructure in Kathak:

While all the local gurus are training novices and turning
them into dancers. Pandit Birju Maharaj is getting all the
credit by just participating in a couple of workshops. For
recognition and legitimation from the establishment the
young dancers are invoking the powerful image of‘Maharajji’

as their guru. Is this is how a guru’s contribution should be
judged? Moreover, it is absurd to still adhere to the patriarchal
gharana system in this modern age. I call Bandana Sen, a
female, my guru,'” who was incidentally trained by the same
man (Pandit Shambhu Maharaj) as Birju Maharaj. Then how
come Birju Maharaj has become the authority on the right
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technique? Did Shambhu Maharaj teach the wrong technique
to my guru? Let the Maharajjis remain in their own claustro
phobic world. We, as modern, middle-class women, should
not partake in this gharana business.*’

Suchandra said she wanted to do something new. She said she had
choreographed Shyama (a popular dance-drama by Rabindranath
Tagore) in 1993, where she played all the different roles. She reflect
ed that it was essential to change with time. But she was confident that
the ‘classical’ style of Kathak would never go out of vogue. However,
during another conversation she lamented the fact that her pro
grammes on television were diminishing. ‘No one wants to watch classi
cal dance any more on Doordarshan channels, after they have been
introduced to cable television. Now they have Western dance and
MTV to watch.’ Besides, she wished she had gone to an English-medi
um instead of a Bengali-medium school; that would have made her
more comfortable with the English language and given her a more

cosmopolitan audience.’2
Suchandra married in 1997 and became the mother of a boy.
During our conversations, she was always attending to her baby’s
needs. Although there were various domestic helpers scurrying
around in the background, the atmosphere in that household/dance
school was always chaotic and we were interrupted several times.
Suchandra lived with her husband, who was a schoolteacher, near the
Nupur Dance Academy. She came there every morning and stayed
until quite late, teaching classes, attending to the school’s administra
tive needs and taking care of her guru. Her baby always accompanied

her. I saw him perpetually stimulated by the sounds of the ghungrus
and percussion, and the doting girls from the school. But he always
saved the loudest gurgle and chuckle for me (I was told), perhaps
because I carried his favourite toy, my tape recorder.
I visited Suchandra recently. She was well settled in her new house
and showed me around excitedly. ‘The rooms need to be painted and
the floors need to be polished,’ she said. I told her she was lucky to get
such a house in Bhowanipur. She has another boy now. Even with two

chidlren, she has finished her Master’s in Bengali literature. She con
tinues to teach at Nupur.
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Dancers at Rabmdra Bharati University
My first contact with the Kathak dancers at Rabindra Bharati University
took place during their M.A. fmal-year exams. Bandana Sen was acting

as an external examiner and she introduced me to (late) Bela Arnab,
professor of Kathak dance at the university. Bela Arnab agreed to my
attending her classes to get to know some of her students. I visited her
classes at Rabindra Bharati a number of times, and followed her to
another location, Suratirtha (a cultural institution in the heart of South
Calcutta, where she also taught). Many of the M.A. students I spoke to
at Rabindra Bharati wanted to pursue a Ph.D. in dance and/or become
professional dancers. Many complained that they had learned to
replicate their gurus in the university but were rarely able to become
established artists. The students of Kathak here were much more
critical about the status quo in classical dance. The atmosphere in the
university was informal and much more conducive to open discussions
than in many of the other instituions. I was surprised to see many more
males here than in any other dance classes I had visited before, perhaps
due to the fact that this was an university offering academic credentials
in dance.

The dancers I encountered in Rabindra Bharati were weary of the
generational conflicts they faced in the dance department and spoke,
albeit cautiously, about the old and rigid values that still plagued some
of their professors. Biswasree and Debjani were two of the most artic
ulate and outspoken young girls I encountered there. During the

course of my fieldwork, I became their didi (older sister). Both
Biswasree and Debjani were M.A. final-year students. When I met
them in 1998, their classes were soon coming to an end. The biggest
question looming in front of them at that point was where to head
next. They both wanted to pursue careers in dance but not necessarily
as performers. Both were group dancers and were unsure of how to

carve out their own niche in the dance world without financial or other
kinds of backing. Neither of them were interested in choosing the eas
ier option, which, according to them, was to get married to a person
chosen by their parents and settle down.
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Biswasree Mitra
Biswasree was an impressive young woman who wanted to change
things. She was from Chittagong, Bangladesh, and was studying at
Rabindra Bharati with a scholarship from the ICCR. She said that she
was living as a paying guest and that her life was difficult. She did not
have access to a telephone or a television set. Biswasree said that her
family was very culturally oriented. Her father, a retired schoolteacher,
was a playwright and a poet. Her mother sang and one of her brothers
played the tabla. They all lived in Bangladesh. Biswasree, a very attrac
tive, skinny young woman, said that she started learning dance as a
child because she was obese. Her guru in Bangladesh was Anil Mitra,
but she learned her first dance steps from Chuni Sen. Biswasree was very
keen on experimenting with new themes in dance. She did not want to
be confined only to Kathak and said that she had training in other clas
sical forms as well. She complained that people in Calcutta lacked

enthusiasm for anything new:
Bengalis are very lazy—they don’t like to be challenged by
new ideas. The situation is even worse in Bangladesh, where
dance and other cultural activities are very much restricted.

Moreover, I could never dance the Radha-Krishna dance I
learned from didi (older sister, here the late Bela Arnab) at
the university. It will be interpreted as propaganda for

Hinduism in my country. I want to present my dance in a pro
gressive manner so that religious symbols are not used for

political purposes.
Sitting inside the Uday Shankar Hall, which is where many of the
indoor performances are presented, Biswasree asserted that she was
not going to give up her dance for marriage. She complained that
many of her classmates had done just that. After marriage, they faced
too much resistance from their in-laws. They came to class for the first
couple of years but after that they invariably stopped, she said sadly,
adding that dance was still not acceptable as a profession among the
middle classes. It was difficult to earn a living by just performing. She
said she wanted to teach Kathak to the younger generation, but with
a different emphasis. ‘Dance,’ she said, should be able to relate to
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ordinary people.’ ‘We must get rid of esoteric themes,’ she said
emphatically.

She recalled a small incident. Once she was waiting to board a
plane at Dhaka airport to come to Calcutta. A young stranger

approached her and when he learned that she was studying in India,
he was quite impressed. But as soon as she told him that she was study
ing dance, he looked at her with a puzzled expression and asked:
‘What is there to study about dance?’ From then on, she never talks
about her interests to others; very few people seem to understand, she
said rather dejectedly. Debjani and Biswasree both said that the days
of solo dance performances were over:

We needed to form a group or be part of a group to explore
new possibilities through dance. But we have no one to guide
us in the right direction or in any direction. We participated
in Maharajji’s workshop, but did not benefit from it at all. It
was a waste of money. We did not like the fact that the instruc
tors tried to change the technique we had learned under our

gurus Susmita Mishra and Bela Arnab. After so much of train
ing, we were dumped with the junior group because we had
not learned from one of Maharajji’s students. You are consid
ered a good dancer only if you have trained under him or one
of his students. The controversies regarding techniques are
ridiculous. For instance, the technique of spinning can be

accomplished both ways—some say you turn with your heel,
some say with your toe, but both are used depending on the
movement.
Both girls concurred that for young dancers with questioning
minds, the dance world in Calcutta lacked a progressive forum to vent
their frustrations. They paused and added thoughtfully: ‘We have
been learning the same thing for the last 10 years—when do we learn
something new?’
It is ironic that Rabindra Bharati University has lost its significance
as a leading cultural institution both nationally and locally. Named
after poet laureate Tagore, it was his original home. This historic uni
versity at Jorasanko was established in 1962, the third university in the
city and the brainchild of Dr Bidhan Chandra Roy, the then Chief
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Minister of West Bengal. Jawaharlal Nehru, then Prime Minister of
India, had inaugurated the university, which had been founded for the
advancement of music, fine arts, dance and drama. While it continues
to emphasize the creative arts, it now lies somewhat in obscurity in the
impossible cloister of North Calcutta. The congested lanes and dilapi
dated buildings in this area date back to the colonial period. On some
days it took me hours to negotiate the traffic, which ranged from large
trucks to bullock carts. However, once I stepped inside the campus my
spirits always lifted at the sight of students chatting, painting or writ
ing slogans on billboards.

Bela Arnab

Popularly known as didi or Beladi, Bela Arnab was Biswasree’s Kathak
teacher/professor. She passed away unexpectedly, shortly after our
meeting. Bela Arnab was a veteran name in the world of Kathak. Very
friendly and popular with her students, she was a voluble person, with

an enormous fund of humorous and strange stories of which she told
me many during our interactions in 1998.

I started learning dance at the age of five—but the dance I
learned initially was more like modern improvisational dance.
During my time, Uday Shankar was very popular. So, I learned
modem Indian dance first. But later I specialized under Sohanlal
Mishra and Jailal of the Jaipur gharana. I was heartbroken when
my gum died in 1955. But I fortunately came across Pandit
Shambhu Maharaj, whom I consider to be my real gum.
Arnab told me that she had been born into a musical family. Her
father was a vocal classical singer, all her sisters sang, and some of
them even recorded their songs. She herself was an accomplished
ghazal and thumri singer. In fact, there are many people who feel that
she excelled more in the vocal medium than in dance. Arnab told me
an interesting story when I expressed my curiosity about her last

name. She explained that people have always been confused about her
identity and have always assumed that she was a ‘non-Bengali’. Some
even thought that she belonged to a ‘scheduled caste’, she added with
amusement. But, she said proudly, Arnab was a title given to her
ancestors by Lord Clive. Arnab means ocean, she explained, and they
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received this title because of their philanthropy. She said she herself
had received innumerable awards from Allahabad University, such as
the Nritya Shree and Nritya Shiromani. In the 1960s, she received a

government scholarship to study with Shambhu Maharajji at the
Bharatiya Sahitya Kala Kendra in Delhi.
She related several anecdotes about her life at the Kala Kendra.
She recalled Maya Rao (another veteran Kathak dancer, now based in
Bangalore) as her contemporary at the Kala Kendra. She spoke about
Nirmala Joshi (who was the secretary of the Sangeet Natak Akademi

at that time), who became her adopted mother. She said things were

wonderful for her there.
I wore expensive saris, rode in different cars, had servants
taking care of me and, because of the scholarship, I paid very
little money for learning from the great maestro. But my
schedule was severe. I started doing riyaz from nine in the
morning till two in the afternoon. Then I had lunch, which
lasted for two hours. Then I started again from four in the
evening, and practised till eight or nine at night. This was my
routine every day, except on Sundays when I socialized and
went out with friends. During my time, only women from rais
(wealthy) families came to learn classical dance. Things are so
different now. Now I teach girls in schools and colleges from
very ordinary, sometimes even humble, backgrounds.

She also told me about her relationship with the renowned thumri
and ghazal singer, Akhtari Bai, whom she had been fortunate enough
to have as her teacher. She said she came to know Akhtari Bai through
Shambhu Maharaj. She explained that in those days it was compulsory
for Kathak dancers to learn how to sing ghazals and thumris. She
recalled fondly how impressed Akhtari Bai was when she sang Saigal’s

(another legendary vocalist) Wai ba ghumale priyo’. She recalled in awe
the huge idol of Saraswati (the Hindu goddess of learning) that she

saw in Akhtari Bai’s palatial house. 13
I followed Bela Arnab to another school (called Suratirtha) in
Gariahat. I sat in her class for many days and watched her with her
students. On this particular day, she wore a crisp, cotton sari. With her
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short hair and hig glasses, she looked more like a scholar than a
danseuse. She was sitting with her harmonium and singing songs
while teaching ahhinaya/6/jao. She stopped playing her harmonium
and turned to me with her mouth full of paan (betel leaf):
I am very much against the new trends in Kathak dance.
Everybody is saying ‘modernize dance’. I have worked with
group choreography, where I have used bols in between the

song 'Niralala dangha’. I think I have modernized it—don’t
you see it is no longer a solo dance—that is modernization as
far as I am concerned. I cannot tolerate what is going on in
the name of Kathak. I will not change the dance my guru
taught me. I had sworn this by touching his feet. I learned
under my guru for 12 years but never performed during that
time because he did not like it. I used to perform only in
Delhi, for two-and-a-half hours, in his presence. The young
dancers these days are very different—they have no respect

for their gurus. They don’t even want to touch the guru’s feet.
She recalled that when she first started performing, the renowned
tabla player Keramat Khan accompanied her. She said she became a
teacher at Rabindra Bharati in 1972, after leaving Delhi for good in
1971. She worked very closely with Bal Krishna Menon, who was in
charge of the dance department at this time.*^ She said she never con
sidered marriage because in her time dancers could not afford to
marry; they had to choose between marriage and a career in dance.
She said that things have changed now, as many of her students are
married. But she pointed out enthusiastically that not marrying had
given her a sense of freedom she could never have as a housewife.
Although she confessed that the initial years were difficult—a lot of
people did not respect professional dancers—she exclaimed tri
umphantly that now those old fools tried to curry favours from her.
After her father died she realized she had to be financially inde
pendent. She had many sisters younger than her and she had to take
care of them. She spoke at length about her busy schedule as a teacher
and professor, and her role as a judge in many dance events. Her life
seemed to be full of travelling and rushing around from one dance
institution to another. She told me about the dance competition—
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organized by the Indian Railways—that she attended as a judge in
Dhanbad. She spoke about her recent visit to Mirik and many other
events and travels, with many funny stories. In passing, she described
the recent Kathak workshop by Birju Maharaj at Padatik as ‘attending
a maharaja’s darbar (king’s court), packed with five to six hundred stu
dents’. ‘Is this how Kathak will be taught now?’ She answered her ques
tion with a chuckle. When I saw her last, she said with a twinkle in her
eyes: ‘I will probably soon become Dean at the University.’

Dancers at Padatik Dance Centre

The atmosphere at the Padatik Dance Centre was always more formal.
Housed inside a commercial office building in a prime location in cen
tral Calcutta, Padatik exuded a professional ambience that at once set
it apart from other dance institutions in the city. During my fieldwork,
the building was undergoing renovation for expansion and a lot of
dance activities like rehearsals, classes and workshops were being held
in a large basement area, strewn with debris from the ongoing con
struction. In spite of that, the classes and rehearsals ran with precision.
I spoke at length with Chetna Jalan, the director of Padatik Dance

Centre, in her small but comfortable and well-equipped office. Her
approach was very professional. I learned that many of the dancers I
knew during my time there had left with their guru, Vijay Shankar,
who now had his own institution in the city. In an instructing session,

I still recall vividly how one of his assistants abruptly concluded that
girls who attended Bengali-medium schools were a lot less smart than
their English-medium counterparts, thus showing his blatant prefer
ence for students from better socio-economic backgrounds.*5
The culture of hierarchy that is integral to the classical world was
perhaps most evident at Padatik. I observed a special group of dancers
who occupied a more favoured position than their more provincial
counterparts. However, Padatik is perhaps one of the few private insti
tutions that offer scholarships to talented students. Moreover, it has
actively promoted Kathak in Calcutta and its surroundings for the last
two decades. Talent scouting is done in collaboration with the state
academy and, as I was informed, the ultimate judge is always Birju
Maharaj. Many dancers in other institutions complained that students
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of ‘Maharajji’ inevitably train the dancers who are selected. I am
uncertain about the truth of such accusations; however, I am including
here the story of a young student from Padatik who seemed full of
potential. I include her in the narrative, in spite of her relatively priv
ileged socio-economic status, to represent a cross-section of dancers
who are differentially located within the political economy of Kathak
institutions in the city.

Arundhuti Sen
Arundhuti lived with her parents and younger sister in Durgapur, a
steel town in Bengal. Her father was the general manager of a nation
al mining and metallurgical firm. Arundhuti’s mother Parijat Sen, who
accompanied her daughter to her classes without fail, informed me in
no uncertain terms that her daughter had to succeed in academics
first, before she could choose to be a dancer. She added that her fam
ily would not tolerate a career in dance without Arundhuti having the
necessary academic training. She was also concerned about her

daughter’s future as a professional Kathak dancer. She expressed anx
iety about the patriarchal culture of classical Kathak, which she said
was still very exploitative of young women. Arundhuti was in her final
year at St Michael’s School in her home town. When I met her, she was
faced with the difficult choice of opting out of the leading role as Sita
in the celebrated Ramkatha Ramkahani (discussed in the previous chap
ter) because of her impending exams.

I began learning Kathak when I was only four. I learned from

Moloy Bhattacharya (a student of Bela Arnab) and Krishna
Mohan of the Lucknow gharana (son of Shambhu Maharaj)
in Durgapur for a long period. I came to Padatik after partic
ipating in a zonal level dance competition where I stood
third. I was among the five dancers selected by ‘Maharajji’. I
am training with Santosh Chatterjee and Chetna Jalan at
Padatik.

Arundhuti, with her big dark eyes, dark complexion and a bright
smile, was very pretty. She also looked very vulnerable. Perhaps that is
why Parijat was always cautious about her relationship with her gurus
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and other dancers in the institution. She agreed that she was allowing
her daughter to be part of the ‘messy world of Kathak’ only because

she thought Arundhuti was exceptionally talented. Arundhuti
informed me brightly that she wanted to be a celebrated dancer like
Saswati Sen—‘You see, she is my ideal.’ However, she quickly added
that her mother was really her ideal woman. She said emotionally that
her mother’s dedication to her was unparalleled.
Arundhuti came to Calcutta from Durgapur every weekend by
train with her mother. They usually stayed in a hotel and she attend

ed classes at Padatik throughout the weekend for long hours. Parijat
said that sometimes she found it difficult to maintain this schedule
because she has another daughter (and a husband) back home. But,
she asserted, she always accompanied Arundhuti to her rehearsals,
classes and performances. She even accompanied her to the Kathak

Kendra in Delhi once. In spite of this, Parijat added regretfully, there
had been gossip about her little girl. Both mother and daughter con
curred that there was too much jealousy and competition among the
students at Padatik to win ‘Maharajji’s’ attention. Arundhuti was very
sad that someone else would be replacing her to perform Sita and

wondered what this would mean for the future. Parijat was also unsure

about her daughter’s future as a Kathak dancer. She said she was
already struggling with the expenses, which added to Rs 5,000, for
Arundhuti alone. She also had to think about the future of her other
daughter. She said that she hoped Arundhuti would become a cost
accountant and make her family proud—after that, if she still wanted
to continue with dance, she would not object.
However, Arundhuti was on her way to becoming a professional
dancer. She said that she was preparing to perform at the Dover Lane

Music Conference in Calcutta (an important, high-profile public
event) and Sarrachandrika (Kathak Festival) at the Kathak Kendra in
Delhi. Further, she was hoping to attend at least six months of classes
at the Kendra. She said that she loved dance and could never think of
a future without it. She said that she would marry the partner her
mother chose for her because she valued her mother’s judgement.
But, she said, ‘dance is part of my selfhood, because through dance I
can express my womanly feelings’. Looking at her young, shining.

WOMEN AND KATHAK IN EVERYDAY PRACTICE

determined face on that particularly scorching summer afternoon, I
was convinced that whatever she chose to he in the future, Arundhuti
would be a success.
conclusion: crafting subjectivities

In this chapter, I have explored two different approaches (embodied
and discursive) for exploring the crafting of identity for women

Kathak dancers in Calcutta. I represent the diverse voices of their self
perception. The traditional knowledge gained through riyaz inscribes
women’s bodies with mythical symbols and ‘tradition’ itself shapes the
very contours of the dancer’s emotion, thought and action in the real
world. The practice and performance of classical dance enables them
to harbour a certain degree of autonomy as modern women, even
when negotiating within the patriarchy of family and the dance world.
Thus, their knowledge of classical dance gave them agency as women
and helped them find various meanings and possibilities through
their engagement with Kathak dance. Many home bases of local
dancers emerged as alternative contexts for the practice and perpetu
ation of Kathak. This marginal space between the private and public
spheres sometimes offered the women, functioning within the patriar
chal cultures of Kathak and domesticity, the critical edge to find new
meaning as dance instructors. Moreover, for many middle and lower-

middle-class working women and housewives, their knowledge of
Kathak allows them to nurture dreams of new possibilities like open
ing a Kathak dance centre or becoming a renowned artist. In other
words, the esoteric knowledge of Kathak functions as their social cap
ital with which they negotiate their identity as modern women who
dance. Besides, the narratives reveal that their relationship to Kathak
is mediated within a public culture of media-generated images and
socio-economic change. Many of our conversations reflected how
deeply media images of Kathak form part of their negotiation with
tradition and identity and how they manipulate these divergent forces
to maintain an autonomous sense of local identity and selfhood.
The partial narratives (life stories) highlight the multiple subjec
tivities of the dancers, inhabiting various subject spaces within the

larger structure of power and knowledge in society. These narratives
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are not located in a separate domain that exists outside the patriarchal

structures, but show how women ‘come into voice’ within the various
axes of gender, nation, tradition and patriarchy (Sinha 1996: 476).
They reveal that these women are drawn into both avant-garde dis

courses of innovation (to be discussed in the next chapter) and the
glitter of Bollywood dance but are, at the same time, held apart by
what they recognize as tradition. Most importantly, the ethnographic
context of the dance schools, the learning and the practice, together
chart portraits of women dancers as artists, gurus, teachers and stu
dents who bear the marks of everyday life.

Notes

1 Jitendra Mohanty, writing on rasanubhuti, argues that ‘the enjoyment
of rasa is said to unfold though various stages. Other objects disap
pear from consciousness until rasa alone is left’ (2000: 134).
2 The Bhagavadgita, and the Bhagavata-purana are Vaishnavite Bhakti
classics.

3 Although Bhakti and Krishna cults were deviant and progressive in
the sixteenth century, they have been subsumed under the dominant
ideology of Hinduism in modern India.
4 Much of this section was published in an article by Pallabi
Chakravorty (2004b), titled ‘Dance, Pleasure, and Indian Women as
Multisensorial Subjects’.

5 This is a practice not much in vogue these days. The ritual ceremo
ny used to be a special occasion where a guru and shishya went
through the tying of string to make their relationship permanent.
Ganda bandha means tying a thread or string. After a puja, this holy
thread is tied on the right hand of a male student and the left hand
of a female student. The guru is also showered with expensive gifts
and the student is considered eternally indebted to him.

6 Churidar kameez is a pant-and-frock outfit, originally worn by women
in North India but now become very popular among women in all
parts of the country, including Bengal. Dupattas are long pieces of
cloth (usually two-and-a-half yards) traditionally used for covering a
woman’s head and breasts although now used mostly for decorative
purposes especially in urban areas.
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7 Today, many see the guru-shishya parampara as a system where
women can be exploited.
8 Tali houses are little shack houses that are made of flat bricks and
have thatched roofs.

9 This event from the Mahabharata, where Pandava queen Draupadi is
humiliated by the Kauravas, is a popular theme among classical
Indian dancers.
10 Suchandra touched her left ear with her left hand every time she
uttered the name of her own guru or other gurus of the Lucknow
gharana as a show of respect. It is a customary gesture among
dancers and musicians in North India to show respect when uttering
the names of the gurus in a particular gharana.

11 Gharana politics has been explored by Natavar (1997) in her unpub
lished Ph.D. dissertation ‘New Dances, New Dancers, New
Audiences: Shifting Rhythms in the Evolution of India’s Kathak
Dance’.
12 The Bengali-medium and English-medium divide cropped up a
number of times during my conversations with dancers at the Nupur
Dance Academy and at Rabindra Bharati. Some of them expressed
that not knowing how to speak English fluently is a hindrance to
their career as dancers. Moreover, they felt that knowledge of Hindi
was also essential to be considered a part of the Kathak culture.

13 Akhtari Bai, a Muslim vocalist, came from the tradition of baiji or
nautch dancers but, due to her unusual talent in singing, she mar
ried into a royal family and became known as Begum Akhtar.
14 Bal Krishna Menon, also taught at Children’s Little Theatre, where I
was a student. I learned the basic moves of Kathakali from him.

15 The Bengali-medium schools are generally government-owned and
attract students from a lower socio-economic background than the
English-medium schools. Arguably, this generalization has excep
tions but was more or less true for the student body at Padatik.
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TRADITIONAL ORGANIZATION

Guru-Shishya Parampara

Guru-shishya parampara refers to an idealized model of the socio
economic arrangement between a student and a teacher. Implicit in
this relationship is the student’s dedication to the art form and
unquestioning devotion to one’s teacher. In the Indian epic

Mahabharata, the self-sacrificing nature of the relationship is encap
sulated in the story of Ekalavya, who cut off his right thumb and
offered it to his guru as gurudakshina (fee) for teaching him the art of
archery. Although the notion of the altruistic persuasion of art, central
to the ideology of the guru-shishya relationship, has undergone sig
nificant shifts, it continues to have some resonance among the serious
practitioners of classical music and dance.

In the past, Kathak was patronized by royalty and the zamindars.
The artists were sustained by long-term relationships with their

patrons. The lavish patronage of music and dance in the royal courts
of North India such as rahaskhana in Awadh or gunijankhana in Jaipur
is well known. The long-term patron-client relationship fostered the
guru-shishya relationship that flourished in some form or the other
from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century in North India as the
holistic sangeet tradition. The model was developed following a family
structure where the guru was the father figure who passed on his eso-

TRADITION AND INNOVATION

139

teric knowledge to his sons or to his most talented students/shishyas.

It is argued that the most cherished knowledge was only passed on to
family members in order to keep that knowledge within the family and
caste group (Marjit 1995). We have come to know it as an essentially
patriarchal system where women were never given the status of gurus
even when they trained students (see Chapter 2). This helped to pre
serve and perpetuate the tradition within a patriarchal, caste-based
lineage. George Ruckert observes;

The guru’s repertoire was often a highly guarded treasure,
and not simply distributed at the behest of the student. In this
centuries old economic system, the guru was a master in a
professional guild, and admission to it was an economic guar
antee of a livelihood in music. Therefore, in this rarefied

atmosphere that protected the musical lineage, as well as the
professional world to which it led, to get a new composition
was an honor bestowed upon the student (2004: 35).

Thus, the guru’s identity became integral to the art form of dance
or music. He not only represented the tradition but also embodied
and authenticated it through hereditary lineage. In Kathak, one’s
identity as a dancer is defined in part by the identity of one’s teacher,

who traces it back in line to a founding forefather who is, in turn,
traced back in genealogical terms to a certain caste group. In this way,
the ideology of parampara is maintained as continuous and unchang

ing. Thus, the model of the guru-shishya parampara not only was an
economic arrangement but was meant to preserve the very essence of
the art form as pristine and uncorrupted by outside influences as it got

transmitted from one generation to the next. Since knowledge was
transmitted orally, it was the student’s duty to replicate the teachings
through riyaz. The student’s aim was to embody the guru in every way,
as the latter’s knowledge was immortalized through the student. It was
a very personal relationship and studying with one guru for a long
period was a requirement. This process of imparting knowledge was
known as talim. The student became integrated with the guru’s life and

the guru was a force in shaping all aspects of the student’s life. The
relationship was intensely hierarchical wherein the student was
required to show gratitude to the guru for sharing his treasured and
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guarded secret through a complete surrender of her/himself. It includ
ed serving the guru by massaging his feet or cooking and cleaning for
him. It sometimes also included sexual favours, especially where
women students were concerned. In short, it meant a complete emo
tional, intellectual, spiritual and physical surrender to one’s guru. In
return, the student became assimilated into the genealogical lineage of
unbroken tradition, which came to be represented later through gharanas or schools/styles. The gharanas that emerged in the later part of

the nineteenth century became very important for upholding the struc
ture of the guru-shishya parampara and preserving the artistic styles of
certain gurus.

Emergence of Gharanas
The function of the gharana as the core identity of a family or group
was established gradually, growing out of pre-existing practices of
music and dance that were centred on family lineages or occupational
groups referred to as ghars/khandans. Adrian Mcneil traces the gharana
to the period of political and cultural transition in nineteenth-century
Calcutta, when patronage was shifting from royalty to the zamindars
and the bhadralok. Although writing on sarod gharanas, Mcneil gen

erally links the establishment of the gharana system to the economic,
political and moral transition in society:
In this historical context it could be argued that the project of
the ‘Sankritization’ of culture prevalent in places like Calcutta in
the nineteenth century was one strategy applied by some mem
bers of the bhadralok society to attempt to engage with
Hindustani music but at the same time, [to] filter out such
undesirable elements . . . distasteful reputation earned in the
decadent courts of North India. ... It was during this marked
political transition, and perhaps also in response to these sensi
bilities, that the gharana system emerged . . . (2004: 149-50).

Thus, the gharana emerged to dissociate traditional art practices
such as music and dance from the courtesan culture of Muslim royalty.
The male practitioners claimed purity of lineage through a core
bloodline comprising a founder and two or more successive genera
tions of direct descendants. This meant that knowledge was inherited
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through a bloodline or long-time association that fostered a particular
style (ibid.). For Kathak, it also meant that male performers could be
traced back to the brahman kathakas, while female performers such as
the courtesans and male musicians such as the miTasis were purged
from genealogical lineages and authority. As I have mentioned in the
preceding chapter, it is still customary to acknowledge the name of the
founding fathers of a gharana by touching one’s left ear—a traditional
gesture of respect.

Therefore, when we consider the historical trajectory of Kathak,
the moral implication of gharanas is significant for marginalizing the

women dancers such as the nautch girls or the baijis. During this time,
women practitioners lost their claim to an artistic identity and became
known as prostitutes. For instance, Mcneil writes that with the rise of
the gharana system a new hierarchy emerged among Hindustani
musicians. The ones who could not claim to be gharanedars (belonging
to a gharana) were considered lacking in classical musical pedigree or,
worse, were deemed accompanists of courtesans or tawaifs who were
considered to be symbols of decadence (ibid.: 151).

In this moral setting, it was extremely important for male Kathak
dancers who belonged to the royal courts to distinguish themselves
from the courtesans and claim a lineage from their forefathers. The
Kathak gharanas take their names from the cities in which they flour
ished. The two most prominent gharanas are Lucknow and Jaipur.
The founding fathers of the Lucknow gharana trace their lineage back
to Prakashji, who migrated from Handia village in Allahabad to
Laxmanpur (Lucknow) and was appointed as a dancer in the court of
Asaf-ud-Daulah in the eighteenth century. The significance of dance
and music in the court life of Awadh, especially under Asaf-ud-Daulah
(1775-98) and Wajid Ali Shah (1847-56), is well documented (Sharar
1975). The Indo-Persian culture that flourished in Lucknow can be

traced back to the music and poetry of Amir Khusrau. The various
categories of musicians and dancers that graced the court of Awadh
included the miTdsis, haldWdHts, dhciTis and tawaifs, among others (for
details, see Neuman 1980: 87-91). The development of the thumri and
ghazal was directly linked to the courtesans of Lucknow (see Manuel
1987). The legendary courtesan Umrao Jaan belonged to the Lucknow
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court. Yet, the Lucknow gharana of Kathak, like the Jaipur gharana, is

identified through patrilineal kinship structures, beginning with
Kalka-Bindadin Maharaj.
It is also argued that since Lucknow had no tradition of dance,
especially of the Kathak style, the founding members of the Lucknow
gharana came from the kathaka caste of musicians and dancers in
Rajasthan (Khokar 1963: 10). The Hindu katthaks/kathaks—also
referred to as kathakas in this text—were identified as a musician caste

in North India, as were the Muslim mirasis (Neuman 1980: 124). The
founding fathers of the Lucknow gharana trace their lineage to rasdhari
brahmans. Rasiraasirasak is associated with the raslila tradition of Braj

(Sinha and Massey 1967: 165). The term rasdhari (dhan means to
embody) perhaps signifies their identity as performers of
Radha-Krishna dances. It can also be tied to Kathak legend Shambhu
Maharaj’s assertion of Kathak’s past identity as natawari nritya:
My great grandfather, six generations ago, was blessed by Lord
Krishna and was asked to compile a text Natawari Nritya

[Natawar is another name for Krishna] . . . three generations
later in the time of Ishwaiji this dance spread all over India
. . . Prakashji [eldest son of Iswarji] . . . moved with the family
... to Lucknow then known as Laxmanpur. It was during this
time when Prakashji was Nawab Asaf-ud-Daula’s court dancer
that natawari nritya came to be known as Kathak (reported in

Jung 1969: 58).
Thakur Prasadji, the son of Prakashji, became a court dancer in
the court of Wajid Ali Shah. During this time, the court of Awadh was
thronging with cultural exchanges and it became the finest expression
of Indo-Islamic syncretism. Thakur Prasadji’s three sons, Bindadin
Maharaj, Kalka Prasad and Bhairon Prasad, later enriched the tradi

tion started by their father. Of the three brothers, Bindadin Maharaj,
who was an ardent devotee of Lord Krishna, became most famous,
especially because of his beautiful bhajans and thumris. He also com
posed several dadras, ghazals and gats (Kothari 1989). The Lucknow
gharana style, marked by sensuous, expressive and intricate move
ments, is arguably more ‘feminine’ than that of the Jaipur gharana.
Courtesans and young boys dressed as females often performed these
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dances (Natavar 1997). Interestingly, Wajid Ali Shah himself indulged
in raslila (or the Persianized version called rabas) performances with
his courtesans, where he impersonated Krishna and his courtesans
played the milkmaids {gopis).

Erdman’s (1985) account of the gunijankhana documents dancers,
musicians and other cultural specialists belonging to both Hindu and
Muslim families under the patronage of Hindu Rajput kings. The

courts of Maharaja Sawai Madho Singh II (1880-1922) and Maharaja
Man Singh II (1922-49) had several dancers and musicians who
served the gunijankhana and received monthly salaries. Among the
male dancers, the lineage of Chunnilal, whose sons were Sunder
Prasad and Jailal, became the official representative of the Jaipur gharana. However, the women dancers, even the famous ones like Gauhar
Jan and Kamar Jan who rose to unprecedented fame and fortune,
became associated with the debased nautch tradition of colonial India.
The Kathak of the Jaipur gharana traces its roots back to 180 years
ago. Its patriarchal genealogy begins with Giridhari, who was famous
for his Shiva tandava (Shiva’s dance of destruction). Giridhari had two
sons—Hari and Hanuman Prasad. Hanuman Prasad had three sons—
Mohanlal, Chunnilal and Narayan Prasad. Chunnilal’s two sons Jailal
and Sunder Prasad became popular Kathak exponents. Jailal occu
pied a special place of honour in the Jaipur gunijankhana where at one
time, it is estimated, 750 artists were employed (Kothari 1989). Jailal
later went to the court of Raigarh and spent the last years of his life
teaching at Banibithi Vidyalaya in Calcutta (mentioned in Chapter 4).
He had two children, Jai Kumari and Ramgopal. Ramgopal’s daugh

ter Kajal Mishra is a well-known Kathak exponent in Calcutta. Jailal’s
younger brother Sunder Prasad, trained by Chunnilal and Bindadin
Maharaj, went to Bombay and established the Maharaj Bindadin
School of Kathak. The Kathak of the Jaipur gharana is known for its
‘masculine’ vigour and emphasis on footwork. However, women
dancers or courtesans were also very popular at the Jaipur court, and

many among them served the court and the Govind Deoji temple for
a yearly stipend (Erdman 1985). Some of these women later became
famous as thumri and ghazal singers (see Chapter 2).
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The Janaki Prasad or Benares gharana is named after its founder

Janaki Prasad. He was originally from Bikaner in West Rajasthan.
However, his career as a Kathak dancer flourished in the city of
Benares. This gharana is regarded as a bifurcation of the Jaipur gha
rana, as most of the exponents of the Janaki Prasad gharana hail from
Bikaner (Kothari 1989). Janaki Prasad had no children and taught his
dance to his nephew Sabla. He also trained Sabla’s son Duda and
Duda’s two sons, Hukma and Motilal. Hukma had two sons, Dularam
and Ganeshilal. Dularam taught Kathak in Bihar, where he trained his
three sons Biharilal, Purarlal and Hiralal. Hiralal became a court
dancer at Bikaner and Indore (for details, see ibid.: 60). The Janaki

Prasad gharana is distinguished by special bob called natawari bob
whose patterns are supposed to represent the sound of Krishna’s
anklets as he dances.
The Raigarh gharana is associated with the Raigarh court under
the rule of Raja Bhupdeo Singh and his son Chakradhar Singh, who
came to the throne in 1935. During the latter’s reign. Pandit

Chunnilal, Shivnarain and Jhande Khan were brought in from differ
ent parts of India to teach Kathak to local dancers. Kartikram and
Kalyan learned the art of Kathak dance under Chunnilal and
Shivnarain. Raja Chakradhar Singh was himself an artist and an
ardent patron of dance. He compiled a voluminous treatise on music
and dance called Nartan Sarwaswam that is based on a Sanskrit dance
treatise by Vishakhadatta. He compiled many other treatises and sev

eral musicians, scholars and tabla players assisted Raja Chakradhar in
his endeavours. He also composed many kavits (a combination of poetry

and syllabic utterances) in Sanskrit. He studied Kathak under exponents
of the Jaipur and Lucknow gharanas such as Jailal and Achchan

Maharaj. After his demise, his court dancers migrated to other cities for
patronage. Kalyan joined Khairagarh University where he taught
Kathak. Kartikram and his son Ramlal joined Chakradhar Nritya
Kendra, an institution sponsored by the Madhya Pradesh government to
revive the Kathak dance that flourished in the Raigarh gharana (for
details on this type of patriarchal lineages of gharanas, see ibid.: 67-74).
The narrative of gharanas was institutionalized after India’s
Independence by state-sponsored agencies such as the Kathak
Kendra. However, the Kathak Kendra in Delhi became the centre of
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Kathak and promoted mainly the Lucknow and to some extent the
Jaipur gharanas. The Benares and Raigarh gharanas thus remained
provincial and were unable to attain a national status. But the institu
tionalization of gharanas and the gharanedars by the state further dis
lodged the courtesans from claiming any authentic link to tradition.
Kathak Dance

A solo dancer performs a typical Kathak recital. The basic Kathak
stance is a vertical alignment of the body with the legs. The weight is

distributed equally on both feet and the foot position is called samapada. As in Indo-Islamic miniature paintings, space is represented in
the Kathak form as two-dimensional, conceived only in straight lines
with pirouettes executed along a central, vertical line {brahmasutra or
the spinal cord). The complex footwork that Kathak demands is
accomplished through the delicate balance of weight on feet when
striking the floor. The tap, heel and flat strikes form the basis of sound

production. The ghungrus tied around the dancer’s feet enhance the
sound. The traditional recital opens with an invocation to a Hindu
deity like Saraswati, Brahma, Vishnu, Shiva or Shakti/Durga. (The
Islamic tradition of opening with a salaami or salutation is practically
obsolete in contemporary practice.) This is followed by thata-. very gen
tle and graceful movements of the neck, eyebrows, wrists and torso.
The wrist or kalai movement in Kathak is delicate and flowing. The
movements of the limbs are usually initiated from the kalai movement,
giving Kathak its characteristic fluidity. All movements are regulated

with the flow of breathing. The term kasak-masak is associated with the
undulating chest movement in breathing and deflection of shoulders.
Through this, the audience is made aware that breath is the source of
even the smallest unit of rhythm and movement. The torso movement

is initiated by the changing arigles of the shoulders. The delicate and
characteristic fluidity of movements is connected to this very stylized
torso movement. The intricate and subtle movements remind the

audience that, as with miniature paintings, the aesthetics of Kathak lie
in close viewing. The thata is followed by amad or advent, indicating
the beginning of a bol. The amad is usually composed in medium
tempo {madhya laya). The bols or syllables are woven into various rhyth
mical patterns of metrical cycles such as teen-taal and are divided into
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tora, tuhra and paran. The

are composed by using only a few types

of mnemonics and are a cluster of structured sound patterns. The
tukras are usually based on a simple pattern of tabla mnemonics, but
the toras and tukras can combine to form a complex bol. The parans are
generally longer in structure than the other two. Although Kathak
parans are innovated every day by dancers and teachers, eventually
dancers learn age-old parans created by various maestros with meticu
lous care. Apart from the toras, tukras and parans, there is another
rhythmical structure called natawari, usually composed in a fast tempo
(drut laya}. In natawari hols, which are associated with the narratives of
the dancing Krishna, the dancer presents the sound of anklets only.
The mnemonics are played on the tabla following a metrical cycle
consisting of different beats. The most common metrical cycle is called
teen-taal with 16 beats. The last beat flows into the first one and is
called sam. The metrical structure is woven around a melodic line
repeated over and over again called nagmallehra. This line, consisting

of swara (syllables for singing), is usually not synchronized with the
dance movements except in compositions like the tarana. During per
formance, it is conventional for the dancer to recite a few bols before
dancing them. This is called parhant and it is rendered with various
voice modulations and a rapid utterance of syllables. The idea is to
allow the audience to enjoy the sounds of the rhythmic patterns before
they are interpreted through dance movements (for details, see
Kippen and Bel 1996: 47). The characteristic of Kathak dance lies in
its complex and rapid footwork, fast pirouettes or chakkars and then
coming to sudden stillness on sam. The dance is a tapestry of move
ment and stillness, each enhancing and complementing the other.
The recital peaks in the footwork sequence tatkar. The dancer usually
closes the recital with gat, which means gait/motion. There are two
kinds of gat-, gatnikas and gatbhava. Through stylized movement or

walking the dancer illustrates cameos of certain characters, usually
nayikas (female characters). The palta or turn allows the dancer to
switch between different characters. Through the paltas the dancer can
impersonate Radha and Krishna at the same time. The gatnikas also
articulate hand gestures or hastas in Kathak such as seen in the ghunghat gat (showing the veiling and unveiling of a face). The Kathak gat is
often associated with the musical genre of bandhis ki thumri or bol bano
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ki thumri. The particular mood evoked is elaborated by music from the

genres of thumri and/or ghazal rendered by a vocalist. This is the sec
tion where the dancer displays the technique of abhinaya/bhava to its
fullest potential. One line of the song or poetry in a given raga can be

sung repeatedly with variations in musical note and interpreted in
dance gestures and movement. Thus, a particular emotion can be
crystallized in various interpretations of the same theme. The dancer
explores the transitory moods {sancharibhavas) and permanent moods
(sthayibhavas) through thumris, ghazals and bhajans.

Musical Instruments
It appears from paintings and sculptures that, prior to the seven
teenth century, women danced to the accompaniment of such musi
cal instruments as the mridanga and the manjira, which were
replaced in the eighteenth century by the two-barrelled drum or
tabla. Women are also depicted as playing the drums in standing

positions. However, in the depiction of musical scenes in later paint
ings, we find the musicians to be seated. The ragmala miniature
paintings are a good source for the dance postures, costumes and
instruments used during this time.
The basic rhythm of Kathak is based on the concepts of theka and
laya, and it is the musical instruments that are largely responsible for
maintaining this rhythmical relationship. A stringed instrument (sarangi) and a wind instrument (harmonium) maintain the inner pace of the
dance by playing the nagnui or the same tune in continuous cycles. This
tune is based on various North Indian ragas. It is argued that the nagma
(also known as the lehra) is the vestige of the dhrupad style of music

associated with Kathak in the time of Akbar and Tansen. As the dance
developed in rhythmic complexity, the lehra and raga as individual ele
ments, receded to the background and, eventually, became a single
phrase of music (Sinha and Massey 1967; 131). The percussion player
maintains the steady pace of beats by playing what is called theka. A
cylindrical instrument called the pakhawaj was the traditional instru
ment for accompanying a Kathak dancer. The parans, parmelu and bols
are all associated with the pakhawaj. There are bols that include mnenomics and various other sounds from nature. These days, however,

pakhawaj bols are played on the tabla. The improvisory nature of Kathak
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lies in the free interplay between tabla sound patterns and the dancer’s
interpretations of the patterns with her/his feet. This is known as
sawal-jawab (for details, see Saxena 1991). In recent years, the sarangi
has also been replaced by the more popular sitar or sarod.
Traditionally, the dancers themselves were adept at singing while
dancing; now, the songs—including bhajans, thumris and ghazals
based on Hindustani classical music—are sung by female and male

vocalists (Manuel 1989, 1991; Neuman 1980). The love themes of
Radha and Krishna are popular, as are the songs in praise of Krishna

such as Mira bhajans or songs written by Bindadin Maharaj. Apart
from songs, kavits (poems) portraying Radha-Krishna or Shiva-Parvati
narratives are a distinctive aspect of Kathak. The poetic metre of the
kavits is set to an appropriate taal. The mnemonic syllables are tagged on
to the end of the kavit to enhance musicality and are repeated several
times in multiples of threes. Usually associated with the Jaipur gharana,
kavits can be expositions of different moods showcasing the Iosya aspect
of Jaipur Kathak. Renditions of tarana or dhrupad songs are also popu
lar in Kathak, the former more so than the latter. However, fast-paced
dance items like trivat (popular in the Jaipur style, which uses the sound

of the pakhawaj) are seldom performed today’
Costumes

The costumes used in Kathak reveal the dominant Muslim influence
on what was essentially a court genre. Vatsyayan (1982) identifies the
mrgvati dancers of Northern and Western India as the ushers of a new
trend in dance costumes. She explains this by analysing the ragmala
miniature paintings of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries (ibid.:
109). The indigenous tradition of skirts and pyjama or dhoti as seen
in these paintings (of Krishna) were eventually replaced by a mixture
of Persian and local costumes. These included tight, straight-legged
churidar pyjamas or chust pyjamas under a long tunic with wide trans
parent skirts. The ‘high necked diaphanous dress’ was called angarkha
(Sinha and Massey 1967: 130). They were popular with both female
and male dancers, as were various types of headgear (topis). In addi
tion, the dancers wore ankle bells, which were visible from under their
skirts that reached up to the middle of their calves. The women
dancers wore tight bodices or jackets (choli) of satin and silk for secur-
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ing and enhancing their breasts. The wide skirts of this particular era
(as seen in the Kangra paintings) have been compared to the Victorian
frocks worn by English ladies (Ghurye 1966). It is interesting to note
here that the paintings of nautch girls by Mrs Belnos evoke a similar
Victorian influence in the illustrations of the skirts (see Kothari 1989:
13). In the early and middle years of the twentieth century, the mid-

calf-length skirts were replaced by long, floor-length skirts (ghagras).
We also see short-sleeved midriff blouses. The long skirts worn by
female dancers now obscure the ankle bells and footwork. The head

ornaments and gear have more or less disappeared. Instead, it is more
customary to wear flowers in the hair, like Bharatanatyam dancers.
The Hinduization of the dance is apparent in this transition in attire.
CHOREOGRAPHERS AND CHOREOGRAPHIES

Innovations and New Directions
The solo dance form in Kathak has been more or less replaced by
group choreography, where many dancers weave spatial patterns on

stage. Kumudini Lakhia and others were able to go beyond the gharanas and reclaim classical dance in general as a form of individual
self-expression. The idea of choreography is thus tied to the notion of
individual self-expression and authorship. This shift in Indian dance
also reflects the changing patronage of dance in India—from pre
dominantly the state to private organizations and a new network of
global sponsors. The discourse on innovation in the present context is
closely linked to this structural shift and the growing commodification

of culture in India. However, I shall begin by looking at the evolution
of the term ‘innovation’ by connecting it to past dance discourses and
marking its new meaning in the current context (Erdman 1996).

Although innovation is pitched against tradition, they have exist
ed as complementary forces feeding off each other in Indian dance for
a long time. Thus, the term innovation is not new to the dance dis

course surrounding the traditional dances of India. Manjushree
Chaki-Sircar reminds us with reference to Tagore that during the
revivalist movement of the late 1920s and early 1930s, as dance
became associated with ‘ancient form’ and ‘renewed glory’,
Rabindranath Tagore envisioned a new language to express modern
ideas, his ideas presenting in ‘dance-dramas’ such as Chitrangada,
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Shyama and Natir Puja among others. Tagore’s ideas on international

ism went beyond the narrow confines of nationalism and he was
opposed to traditions that were like antiquated ‘dead habits’. ChakiSircar writes:
The dance tradition that he inspired in Bengal is spread over a
period of vibrant creativity during which he encouraged young
dancers, both men and women in Santiniketan to draw materi
al and nuances from both classical and folk traditions. He
always kept his mind open to aesthetic ideas from eastern as
well as western performing arts. He was inspired by traditional
art forms only to move towards a new aesthetics (1994: 104).2
The other pioneering figure that looms over Indian dance history
is Uday Shankar. His introduction of creative dance (in the Western
tradition of ballet) broke fresh ground in the 1930s. His collaboration
with Anna Pavlova and his institution at Almora (1939-44) bore many
new and interesting results. The contemporary nature of Shankar’s

works is evident from his creative movements that are described by his
student Shanti Bose as ‘stylised versions of various movements of our
day-to-day life’ {The Telegraph, 1991, p. 7). In fact, even today, some of
his dance choreographies like Labour and Machine are considered by
many as being the most modern and political of dance statements.
The term ballet is generally associated with Uday Shankar’s works to
denote their inspiration from the West. The experimentation with
ensemble dance or choreographies that ensued after Tagore and
Shankar are referred to as dance-drama (nrityanaiya/natika) and/or ballet.
The nrityanatya or dance-drama became the general term for creative
dance or dance choreographies in the 1950s through to the 1980s
and, in fact, is used even today. Although both Tagore’s and Shankar’s
models of innovative choreographies were followed by various chore
ographers and troupes in later years, they remained marginal to the

dominant position given to classical dances in India. The importance
of an immutable source for the arts for creating an unbroken civiliza
tional lineage was the central idea of dance revival and this ideology
was adopted and propagated by all state institutions. In that light, all
innovations were considered less authentic and thus impure and not
truly Indian. However, the search for a new dance vocabulary was not
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just confined to pioneering figures like Tagore and Shankar. Sadhana
Bose, known for her work with Timir Baran (famous for his arrange
ments of Indian melodies in orchestra), remarked in 1937:

We dance for the people not the gods . . . people are to be ini
tiated into the mysteries and intricacies of mudras ... we must
add to the grammar and syntax of our Dance . . . One should
blend the liquid and sinuous movement of Manipuri with the
sharp and angular movement of Bharatanatyam and turn to
Kathak for rhythm (Mazumdar 1977: 11).

Despite such arguments for experimental approaches, the classical
forms remained rigidly confined within specific movement vocabularies
under the aegis of gurus and received maximum patronage from the
state. A star system of classical artists emerged from this particular social
clique. The government-sponsored shows mostly benefited dancers
from Delhi. Although the central and state governments took various
measures to propagate classical dances, the audience gradually turned
away from the same hackneyed routines. Yet, solo dancers continued to
crowd the stages. The guru-shishya model allowed no room for experi

mental work or individual artistic voices. Only a handful of dancers
from the classical world were inspired or bold enough to engage in
experimental ensemble works. In an article published in the Indian
Express titled ‘Out of Step with the Times’, Sunil Kothari observed:

More than 50 years ago Indian dance made the transition from
the confines of the temple to respectability: yesterday’s baiji
(courtesan) is today’s society debutante. Every year, hundreds of

debutantes roll off the production lines as it were, but very few
have any talent and even fewer have the desire to create some

thing new. Their gurus and most-well-established dancers
prefer to cling to tradition. As a result there has been no
dance movement in the country (1984: 1).
Students of dance often found it difficult to negotiate the elitism
and the closed-mindedness of the Kathak world—striking out in a dif
ferent direction from one’s guru or studying with different gurus meant
social ostracism. The situation was different for creative dance forms

such as Tagore’s dance-dramas or Uday Shankar’s ballets. However, stu-
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dents engaged with these styles were considered less serious performers
than their classical counterparts. Chaki-Sircar (1994) points out that the

failure of Tagore’s dance style (which continued to be practised long
after he passed away) to usher in a lasting quest for innovation and
modernity in dance lies with the unprofessional and ill-informed repli
cation of his dance-dramas by the self-indulgent Bengalis in Calcutta.
Shankar’s centre in Almora, on the other hand, disintegrated in his
absence. His wife Amala Shankar, daughter Mamata Shankar and his
son, the late Ananda Shankar, carried on his legacy but their works fell
short of Shankar’s visionary and original works. Among Shankar’s stu
dents who were trained in Almora, Narendra Sharma is the most promi

nent choreographer dealing with modern innovations in dance.
It is obvious from our discussion so far that the concept of chore
ography—associated with the historical development of dance in a
Western dance context—is intertwined with the discourse of tradition
and innovation in the Indian dance context. In Kathak, the choreog
rapher whose works now dominate the discourse of innovation and
new directions is Kumudini Lakhia. She and others like the late
Chandralekha, the late Manjushree Chaki-Sircar, Mrinalini Sarabhai,
Mallika Sarabhai and Maya Rao broke free of the rigidity of the classi

cal idiom and refashioned dance like the reformers of the 1930s.
However, their visions were distinctly different. These dancers collec
tively represent a particular ideological and aesthetic genre that
varyingly breaks from the traditional classical idiom. They share the
common goal of revamping the classical idiom and reclaiming Indian
dance as a personalized form of creative expression. Their works sig
nal a break from the burden of brahmanical orthodoxy and the con
tinuing ethos of a feudal past associated with the classical dance world.
In 1984, Max Mueller Bhavan (under the leadership of Georg Lechner)
and the National Centre for the Performing Arts in Bombay brought the
scattered attempts by these dancers/choreographers onto a common
platform. This was the East-West Dance Encounter, considered a water
shed event by many dance scholars and critics (Coorlawala 1994; Kothari
1984). Many choreographers from the US, Europe and India were show
cased in this event (Coorlawala 1994). I focus here on Kumudini Lakhia
and her choreographies to analyse the meaning of innovation as it
engaged with the changing conditions of Indian modernity.
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Kumudini Lakhia
An ardent critic of the guru-shishya system, Kumudini Lakhia has
made an indelible mark on the contemporary discourse on choreog
raphy. Unlike Bharatanatyam, which came to us in its modern incar
nation through women pioneers like Rukmini Devi, Balasaraswati and
Mrinalini Sarabhai, Kathak has been steeped in the patriarchal ideol

ogy of a caste identity (the brahman kathakas) even in the postcolonial
period. Breaking out of such a hierarchy with one’s individual voice
and vision of dance could only be accomplished by a rebel. Though
Lakhia does not characterize her choreographies as being overtly
political or as opposing male hegemony, her dissatisfaction with the
classical world is very clear:

It became difficult for me at a point in time to build that rela
tionship to Kathak as a solo dancer because I could not relate
to the values, thought processes and attitudes of my gurus’
mindsets, despite the fact that I felt a great reverence and
respect for them. Naturally this created some inner turbu

lence for which I had to find a judicious balance between my
sentiments for my gurus and my own longing to do something

of my own. I wasn’t quite sure how this energy that I felt stir
ring inside me would take shape (2002: 7).
She became one of the earliest choreographers to move away from
the conventions of the classical idiom to reinvent Kathak with an
ensemble dance vocabulary that could be used to express contempo
rary ideas. Her training in Bharatanatyam and Kathak under

renowned gurus, her association with Ram Gopal (a dance exponent
in England), her intellectual vision and her commitment to her stu
dents make her a unique person in the world of dance. Kumudini

Lakhia is based in Ahmedabad, where she has set up a dance institu
tion called Kadamb. She has taught a number of students who are now
eminent dancers and choreographers with their own institutions in
India and other parts of the world. At Kadamb, she works closely with
eminent musician Atul Desai who has created the musical templates
for her choreographies.3 Kumudini uses the Kathak form to explore
contemporary and relevant themes. Many of the female protagonists
of her choreographies represent ordinary, everyday women rather
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than ‘ideal types’. She observes that most dancers select mythological

themes for choreographic works because audiences are familiar with
these themes—but choreography, she continues, is not about familiar
ity or acceptability; rather, it is about unique individual expression.
‘My main concern is not to give the audience what it expects but to
stretch the viewer’s mind, to create dance that provokes thought’
(ibid.: 10).
As an anthropologist interested in choreography that portrays the
lived and quotidian experiences of life, I was drawn to Kumudini’s
artistic vision of everyday life. For instance, in one of her earliest
choreographies, Duvidha (1971), she explores the conflict of an ordi
nary, middle-class woman in India who is attracted to the independ
ence of a modern, professional woman. Kumudini explains that the
middle-class woman is restricted to the domestic sphere and has to
cater to her husband’s needs. She is forbidden to wear sleeveless
blouses and must roll up her hair in a tight bun. Yet, she has glimpses
of the outside world from her window. She sees the image of a woman
in the newspaper wearing a sleeveless blouse, surrounded by men who
listen to her attentively. She has short, white-streaked hair. She is a
widow who, instead of the customary white, is draped in a colourful
sari. She commands a country with millions of people. (This woman

obviously is none other than Indira Gandhi, the third prime minister
of India.) Kumudini uses this powerful symbol to represent an Indian
woman who lives her life in the public sphere. Yet, confined within the
emptiness of her domesticity, the tradition-bound woman is not cer
tain about the other life. She feels torn between her role as a tradi
tional housewife and the lure of modern life where women can play a
role in the public sphere. More importantly, where woman can have
power. Duvidha represents the modern woman torn between the tra
ditional and contemporary value systems. Despite all the trappings of

modernity and the feminist call for gender equality, women in India,
especially from the middle classes, are still plagued by these choices.
The dancers I spoke to in Calcutta, in Bandana Sen’s classes, at
Rabindra Bharati and elsewhere, expressed a similar anxiety about
following a dance career. The importance of creating connections with
dance and lived experiences is vital to Kumudini’s choreographies; ‘I
have spent much of my efforts connecting my work with my life expe-
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riences and not allowing one to become isolated from the other’ (ibid.:
11). I too hold this to be true; when I write about dance, therefore, I
ensure that choreography does not become a reified artistic realm iso
lated from the ebb and flow of everyday life. The ethnographic per
spective allows these possible levels of engagement whereby one can
move from dance to the mundane activities of life as wives, mothers,
working women and as dancers, choreographers and artists.
Although Kumudini’s choreographies like Duvidha or Peg etch the
narratives of the everyday or the mundane through a modernist
vision, they are awash in the aesthetics of the sensuous and the emo
tive associated with the traditional genre. In Peg, Kumudini artfully
narrates the story of a worn-out coat that languishes, hanging from a
peg. Here, one dancer is the wearer of the coat and the other the coat
itself. They are connected in a narrative of ego and alter ego.
Kumudini marks her modernist vision by using the straight lines of

Kathak. She uses simple costumes and distinctive colours to create
subtle yet dramatic shifts from the traditional ethos of Kathak.
Kumudini says that choreography is about ‘translating your thought

process into a design of dance using the technique you know best’.
Her stories begin from the intellectual capacity of the mind to tell a
story. They are thus ideas imagined into choreography. However, she
is acutely conscious of the sensory impulses of the body that belong only
to corporeality and produce the sentient dancing body. The concept of
choreography derived from Western notions of spatial and temporal
compositions is engaged with image-making. Thus, choreographic rep
resentation on a concert stage usually privileges the external-visual over
other aesthetic sensory perceptions of the body. To discover the aes
thetic sensory world to its fullest potential we have to inhabit the ritual
or the religious arena in the Indian context. Lakhia explains:
Visiting temples activates your senses, though we often take
this for granted. You see the grandeur of the architecture and
can feel the curve of the stones. You smell the scents of
incense, flowers and sandalwood mingling together. You hear
the ringing of the bells and taste the Panchamrut. With your
palms and soles of your feet you touch all the different sur

faces. What an experience! (ibid.: 5).
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Her choreography of Paanch Paras, meaning the five senses,
explores this sensuous world. Yet Kumudini is not interested in pre
senting religiosity through dance. Her engagement with rethinking
the sensuous in Kathak through contemporary sensibilities is reflected
in her choice of music. Atul Desai’s music arrangements weave

melodies from ragas with electronic sounds. They are accompanied by
rhythmical tabla interludes. The piece Shravan begins with two
dancers—a male and a female—seated on stage who are roused by the
sound of ta, thei, thut. But then the music moves into the electronic
realm and the two dancers multiply into six—they all look for the sound
of rain, a metaphor for the source of life. The punctuated movements
break from the fluid Kathak lines to match the staccato sound. While

they are not elaborate movements that break dramatically from classi
cal aesthetics, they are demonstrably contemporary in their articula
tion. Moving in groups of twos and fours, the dancers begin a playful

competition for locating and seizing the sound. The music reaches a
crescendo. The male dancer drives away the rest to continue his own
search. Ultimately, a woman arrives, symbolically holding the rain
drops in her cupped hands. In a show of defiance, she disperses the
drops in the air, and once again they are lost. The haunting melody
depicts hopelessness and pathos. The music and the movements

reminded me of the harsh drought conditions experienced by many
Indian farmers. This piece, while ostensibly about looking for the sound
of rain, is about many things. Rain is the elixir of life. The search for rain
is fraught with competition and power struggle. But through it,
Kumudini evokes imageries of drought and monsoon in India. It ends on
a note of cooperation and cohesion.
Her works like Samsamvedan are also about discord in contempo
rary life. In Samsamvedan she portrays a lone man’s attempt to inte
grate with society. The movements derived from Kathak vocabulary
are used here to express contemporary bodies in motion. She uses bols
as representing conversations. The movement patterns reflect the
interaction and understanding between the various bodies or human
beings struggling to get along in society. However, her most definitive

piece on power struggle is Atah-Kim. She choreographed this autobio

graphical piece in 1981. I watched it live in New York in 2003, at an
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event titled ‘Tradition Unbound’ [The event was organized by Kathak
dancer and choreographer Parul Shah, based in New York and trained
by Lakhia.]. In Lakhia’s words:

I was always a driven person and partly that stems from the
fact that I had a relatively subdued childhood. I was sur
rounded with a great mist of protection and I wanted to raise
my head above that mist and discover myself. In particular, I
wanted to feel powerful; I wanted to have control over a large
group of people. In Atah-Kim I address this desire to possess
power. And yet once you possess it, what do you do with it?
Once you reach your goal, where do you go from there? It’s a
question without an answer, but I believe the question must be
asked (ibid.: 4).

She designs her question in an abstract, architectural shape with
dancing bodies and orchestral music. A rectangular golden frame is
placed upstage. A lone dancer stands underneath it; two dancers beck

on her to step outside. They dance in a threesome. The stage is filled
with dancers who enter with rapid chakkars. They split into two groups
and have a conversation with movements. Two dancers join hands but
it is not a truce. It is gradually revealed that the one who inhabits the
golden frame is empowered. By joining hands, the dancers form a
beautiful chain evoking a ritual event. However, throughout the piece
we find dancers competing to inhabit the frame. A female dancer
shoves the sole male dancer aside, after which she dances tri
umphantly. The women are dressed in simple kurtas and pants. The
movements, too, have simple straight lines. But the curves of the
wrists (kalai) are pronounced, delicate and precise. It was fascinating
to see the ingenious way in which Lakhia weaves her choreography

with Kathak idioms by changing the movements ever so slightly. For
instance, the panghat is used in this piece in such a way that the origi
nal meaning of a woman (Radha) fetching water from the river Jamuna
is transformed into a movement motif.The flow of movement creates
a pattern that fits well with the overall choreographic intent. By plac
ing the particular symbol of panghat in a different context Lakhia
changes its meaning. She realized this contextual meaning of symbols
quite early in her career:
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Touring with Ram Gopal taught me not only more about
dance but I discovered new things about my own personality.
Encountering people from different countries gives you a
chance to look at yourself in a new light. More often than not,
I found that my weaknesses were brought glaringly into focus.
I came to realize the importance of context, how things
change when you change their placement. One of the most
striking moments of that tour was my time in post-war
Germany. It was an unbelievably sad place. Hungry children
begging for food is a common sight in India, yet in Germany
the same sight created a different sensation. It amazed me
how the same situation in a different environment evokes a
varied reactions, and in dance, the same is true. One changes
the placing of a choreographic piece to an area on the stage
and it looks quite different. I myself was a changed person
when placed in different surroundings (ibid.: 6).

In Atah-Kim, Lakhia also shows how concrete shapes are formed
from fragments or, as she says, ‘how the mind falls into pieces, then
collects itself to form an idea’ (ibid.: 7). At the same time, the piece is
about power struggle; the golden frame symbolizes power and
the human desire to be powerful. But, ultimately, Lakhia decries the
individualistic quest for power. She advocates a collective pursuit of
common goals where people together make meaning to create a
difference. Her visions of innovation in Indian dance reflect this ori
entation towards a collective identity. Hence, she talks about ushering
in a dance movement meant for the educated middle classes in India.
She knows the middle classes are a discerning audience who are often
apathetic about dance. They need to be drawn into the appreciation
of dance for it to survive in modern India. As she says:
In our country, we have two kinds of dances—one for the tem
ple activity; and then we have dance of the villagers. What we
have forgotten is the middle class. So what I feel is that
we—people like Narendra Sharmaji—should be given the
responsibility to go to the universities and create a dance for
the middle class. A boy from Assam could go to Kerala, or go
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to Punjab, or a boy from Punjab could go to Bengal.
Interaction should be encouraged. On the first day, the stu
dents could meet, maybe sing a song they all know. It happens
in other cultures. But in India we have nothing we can call
truly national; we don’t even have a national language as such.
We don’t work on national platforms. We artists are not thinking
about our growing middle class (quoted in Kothari 1984: 1).

For Kumudini Lakhia, innovation in dance means an intellectual
quest for making it relevant to the middle class. She and others like
her have been the avant-garde choreographers of the last two decades.
They were looking for artistic interaction, informed criticism, a new
audience and new kind of patronage for their works. While they were
on this quest, radical changes were underway with economic liberal
ization in India. The growth of new communicational networks con
nected cultures across national boundaries. They aided the growth of
local corporate and global networks. This created two distinct
changes. Now the market rather than the state drove the contempo
rary patronage of arts. The Indian diaspora and the arts and educa
tional institutions in countries outside India, like the UK, US and
Canada, became prominent sources of patronage. The growing urban
middle classes were disenchanted with the hackneyed renditions of clas
sical repertoire. Their exposure to global cultural trends inspired the
demand for contemporary innovations. The explosion of mass media
and the participation of diaspora dancers helped in disseminating the
emergent discourse on new dance among a transnational audience.
Many diaspora dancers of South Asian origin have contributed signifi
cantly in expanding the boundaries of classical dance. Coorlawala
points out that in spite of the relative anonymity of their works, the co
mmercial potential of marketing innovative choreographers was first
recognized by Bombay’s business community (1994: 207). Thus, many
of them were initially supported by only the commercial world. It is
interesting to note that although at first the cultural vanguards in Delhi
ignored the modern choreographers, claiming that the new dance
choreographies were Westernized, they gradually repositioned their
stance in a call for assimilation. Thus, many of the new dance choreog
raphers now come generously supported by the state through academy
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awards, grants and various other rewards. In 1993, a major festival
focusing on innovative choreographies by Chandralekha, Daksha
Sheth, Uttara Coorlawala and others was held in Toronto, It was organ
ized by Sudha Khandwani and Rajesh Thakkar, with partial aid from the
Canadian government. The same year, Georg Lechner organized
another choreographic workshop in New Delhi to reassess the innova
tive choreographies for new directions in Indian dance.
Although only a select group of innovative choreographers are
international artists today, the discourse of innovation has infiltrated all
aspects of dance culture—both global and local. Innovation now forms
the dominant discourse of various ‘cultural zones’ (Appadurai’s term)
such as global, national and regional or local, representing a new glob
alized modernity in India (see Chapter 3). To broaden the discourse of
innovation, I include here a few choreographers from Calcutta who are
working with the Kathak idiom to create innovative choreographies,
mostly for a local audience. Many Kathak dancers in Calcutta have
responded to this new turn in dance culture by innovating within the
tradition and without breaking out of classicism. As Kathak dancers,
their negotiation with the forces of modernity is expressed in their inter
action with the ideology of ‘innovation’. One of them commented dur
ing an interview that one needs to compete not on the local level but on
the national and international levels and that it is essential to create new
works that can compete in such a competitive market. The global con
text of local and national cultural practices is evident from such a state
ment. Some of the dancers and their works have already been discussed
in the third and fourth chapters. Here, I focus briefly on the works of
three other Kathak dancers in Calcutta who have successfully carved out
their careers as innovators with classical sensitivity.
Rani Kama

Guru Rani Kama was trained in Kathak, Odissi, Bharatanatyam and
Manipuri. She specialized in Odissi under Kelucharan Mahapatra and
in Kathak under Narayan Prasad of the Jaipur gharana and Shambhu
Maharaj of the Lucknow gharana. One can see the fusion of the two
gharanas in her works (Kothari 1989). An aesthetician and ardent tra
ditionalist at heart. Rani Kama lays great emphasis on the right exe-

TRADITION AND INNOVATION

cution of Kathak postures and uses innovations that are firmly rooted
in tradition. Thus, her innovative works deal with creating imaginative
narratives of invocations, such as Ganesh or Saraswati Vandana in un
usual ragas and vocal classical genres. Her arrival on the Calcutta
dance scene was marked by her choreographies of Tagore’s songs
(Venkataraman 1996). Her other works include Navarasamalika and
Ananda Dhara (‘Indradhanush and Virah Milan Raas’, Promotional
brochure, December 1994). Her choreographic piece Shivashakti por
trays the complementary forces of the masculine and the feminine. It
shows the different facets of Shiva, his matted locks, his damaru (per
cussion instrument), the snakes around his body, his third eye and, also,
his weakness for Parvati’s beauty. Apart from working with mythologi
cal themes set to innovative orchestral compositions and working with
innovative taals, Rani Kama has reconceptualized mythological themes
to present works of contemporary relevance. Her work Kaliyadaman
reinterprets the Hindu mythological theme of Krishna killing the ser
pent Kaliya to demonstrate water pollution as a major environmental
problem in contemporary India (personal communication, 1997).
Amita Dutta

Amita Dutta is a familiar name in Bengal. She has used her skills as a
Kathak dancer, speaker and dance critic to popularize Kathak among
Bengalis in Calcutta and abroad. She explains her success by simply
noting that people like what they know and she chooses themes they
can identify with (personal communication, 1998). Although she
received her initial training from Bandana Sen and Bela Arnab, she
later went on to study under 'Vijay Shankar at Padatik. She has also
received a considerable amount of training from Birju Maharaj, who
she first met at Padatik in 1981. When I spoke to her, she was the Uday
Shankar Professor of Dance at Rabindra Bharati University, a position
earlier occupied by the late Bela Arnab.
Amita Dutta has tried to reach the local audience though her
choreographies by using popular songs that the audiences are famil
iar with. She has used innovative choreographies for popularizing
Kathak so that the dance is accessible to various audience members. A
reputed solo dancer, she has experimented with group choreogra-
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phies. She created a series called Durga for the Bengali audience. She
has also used Nazrulgeeti and Rabindrasangeet (musical genres pop
ular in Bengal) to create various works. She did a composition on
Buddha called Rajgir ki Kahani for the Rajgir festival. In another com
position, Chitrajhankar, she used popular Hindi film songs to present
innovative Kathak choreographies. However, I should note that her
Kathak experiments with Hindi film songs (based on the semi-classical
music genre) are very different from the Bollywood dancing popular
today. Her works are regularly showcased on national TV.

Sushmita Banerjee
Sushmita Banerjee is a young, visible and very articulate Kathak
dancer based in Calcutta. She was initially trained in different classi
cal styles at the Birla Academy, a cultural institution in Calcutta. She
specialized in Kathak under Ramnarayan Mishra and his disciple
Maya Chatterjee. She later joined Padatik and received training from
Vijay Shankar and Birju Maharaj. Sushmita is very conscious about
adhering to the traditional vocabulary of Kathak but presenting
themes that have social relevance. Her composition Pratiksha is based
on various themes of waiting which range from Kalidasa’s Meghdoot to
the mundane reality of one heartbeat waiting for the next. Another
work called Sita reinterprets the mythological Sita to reflect on the sta
tus of women in contemporary India. In this piece, she uses the tech
nique of flashback and the tradition of narration to tell the story of
Sita. She explains, in this context, that she is not a feminist, but her
work deals with humanist messages. Her latest choreography Ragroop
deals with interpreting North Indian ragas through movements in the
Kathak lexicon. While she experiments with the costumes and content,
the overall formal structures are kept intact in her work. She empha
sizes that there should be easy identification of her work with classical
Kathak dance (personal communication, 1998).

Music and Costumes in Innovation

Innovations in Kathak are based on music that often blends the Eastern
and Western traditions. This has not only meant arrangements of
Indian melodies in orchestra, but experimentation with Western classi-
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cal music, African rhythms and jazz. Flamenco and the electric guitar
are also variously used for innovative Kathak choreographies. The pop
ularity of world music and the rise of global music icons such as Zakir
Hussain and Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan marked the potential for interna
tional collaborations among artists. Inspired by them and by vocalists
like Shubha Mudgal, many dancers/choreographers use a variety of
music to refashion Kathak as world dance. By combining melodies and
rhythms from the West and the East, Kathak choreographers in India
and elsewhere have transformed the traditional idiom into contempo
rary artistic expression. However, the tabla’s unmatched possibilities for
rhythmic complexity means that it continues to be the most important
musical accompaniment for Kathak, just as the haunting melodies of
the sarangi continue to evoke the soul of Kathak.
Contemporary Kathak costumes are as varied as the music and
dance that they accompany. The importance of choreography as an
individual artistic expression has also meant moving away from the
customary ghagra and odhani although many choreographers and
dancers still use them. By and large, in order to emphasize choreo
graphic design, many choreographers and dancers prefer simpler, less
detailed costumes with muted colours and ornaments. At the same
time, Bollywood’s love of ostentation has emerged as a strong influ
ence. The conventional Kathak attire, such as salwars or churidar
pyjamas worn with either long or short kurtas (tops), is still in vogue.
Some dancers prefer to wear leotards or other body-fitting costumes
common in Western modern dance. The more successful choreogra
phers generally work with costume and lighting designers to achieve
the ‘right look’ for the production.
Despite its creative, intellectual and aesthetic beginnings, the ideol
ogy of new dance in India is increasingly becoming part of a media-dom
inated, urban, commercial sphere where ‘innovation’ in dance shares the
same platform with fashion shows and designer outfits. Choreographers
like Chandralekha and Kumudini Lakhia are often burdened with pre
senting their ‘innovations’ on a stage where originality and success are
measured by media coverage and glitz. Bollywood dance now competes
with avant-garde dance and there appears to be an easy rapport between
the two worlds. Both classical Indian dance and ‘innovative’ choreogra-
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phies are now part of commodity production managed by impresarios
and event managers who are experts in packaging formulae for success.
Therefore, the critical relationship between tradition, nationalism,
modernity, sexuality, dance and innovation is more an academic dis
course than a public one. Many of the dancers I spoke to during my field
work in Calcutta were ignorant or dismissive of this rethinking in dance.
Most were unaware of the social critique of the classical orthodoxy
espoused by some of the contemporary choreographers and scholars.
GLOBAL NETWORKS

With the surge of innovation, the popularity of classical Indian dances
has also grown, especially among the diaspora Indians. Many Indians
who have settled abroad have started schools in various metropolitan
cities. Countries such as the US, UK, Canada and France now have
sizeable Indian populations and classical Indian dance is important
for them to be connected to their cultural identity and tradition. This
is particularly true in the US where young Indian-American girls from
the upper-middle class almost routinely learn classical dances, where
as their appeal is fading among girls of similar socio-economic status
in India. Many non-resident Indians have established successful dance
schools where Indian dance, mostly Bharatanatyam, is a way of also
learning about Indian mythology, history, culture and values. Thus,
for Indian-American girls, classical dance events such as arangetrams
are an important rite of passage to emerge as ‘sufficiently’ Indian.
These are also occasions presided over by gurus and musicians from
India, who are invited to lend an aura of authenticity and authority to
the event. The economic transactions of this global network are
described by Subbbudu in the following words:

For NRIs this has come as a boon. They master this format,
get the entire programme tape-recorded and start their own
institutions abroad. Though the initial investment on the
teaching, recording and costumes may be on the higher
side—a lakh or more, it is worth the effort as in foreign coun
tries it is a fleabite. Dance institutions are a dime a dozen
abroad and it is worth the while as they are able to mint dollars
by the hour. Many dance instrumentalists have settled abroad.
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sought employment and are available at a price. Some
dancers who are well established, annually get their Gurus
and accompanists at great cost and arrange for the debuts
{arangetrams) of their students to be performed. The heavy
expenditure on travel is fully compensated as the students
share the expenses (1998: 73).
However, classical Indian dance is not just limited to the Indian
community. Bharatanatyam and Kathak are being increasingly inte
grated with course curricula in US colleges, cross-cutting many other
disciplines. In fact, technical training in Bharatanatyam was incorpo
rated into the dance curriculum at the University of California, Los
Angeles, during the 1960s by Balasaraswati and later, her disciple
Medha Yodh. Such isolated, often sporadic attempts have now been
replaced to some extent by a more holistic approach to South Asian
dance (‘South Asia’ is how India is referred to in the academic circuits
in the West) by contextualizing technical knowledge within the
region’s history, culture and politics. A new generation of self-con
scious Indian-American students have demanded to study their own
cultural forms and history, not as exotica but as concrete practices that
could shape their understanding of self. This has prompted the
growth of Asian-American studies, a lucrative and expanding new aca
demic field. Classical dance practices have become a complex site
where they not only act as symbols of tradition and heritage but also
morph with other dance forms to enable contemporary dancers create
original works (Chakravorty 2003).
After all, as an example of authentic Indian identity, classical
Indian dance adheres perfectly to the notions of prescribed cultural
difference in multicultural America. Such categorization has also pro
moted among its practitioners a kind of ‘auto-exoticization’, whereby
the dance becomes a reference point for ancient Indian tradition and
culture. This, in turn, has created an ‘ethnicization’ of identity that
upholds race as the ultimate marker of identity. In this postcolonial
multicultural context, classical Indian dance is a hotbed of intercultural politics. Thus, race and the politics of location are important
debates among artists and scholars who are now shaping the discourse
of Indian dance. In Coorlawala’s words:
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Repeatedly, and most recently at the Swarthmore Symposium
on Dance in South Asia, I have found that the words ‘South
Asian Dance’ are inextricably linked with a discourse of pain
and anger, a discourse that interrogates whiteness and nego
tiates a place for itself in a white-driven power structure.
When speaking of ‘Indian dancing’, on the other hand, a rel
atively more self-defined cultural space is invoked (2002: 54).
To begin a dialogue among practitioners and scholars who often
inhabit disparate intellectual and social landscapes, I organized the
Swarthmore Symposium on Dance in South Asia at Swarthmore
College in 2002. It was titled ‘Dance in South Asia: New Approaches,
Politics and Aesthetics’. I invited Kumudini Lakhia to be the keynote
speaker for the event. During the symposium, ‘politics of location’ sur
faced as one of the most important points of contention for many of
the speakers. In other words, who speaks from where and what is the
racial identity of the speaker was closely tied to what she was speaking
on and arguing for. However, in the context of the Indian subconti
nent, the debates on the ‘politics of location’ were more muted. What
is this ‘self-defined cultural space’ to which Coorlawala refers? Who
has defined it? Who are its gatekeepers? Whose voices are being
masked, silenced or glossed over? Recent scholarly work, especially
focusing on Sadir/Bharatanatyam, has analysed the politics of the pro
duction and definition of that cultural place. In fact, academic work
on Bharatanatyam has successfully shaped a public space that is no
longer isolated from the political discourse of the Indian nation-state.
However, no such critical discourse has emerged for Kathak, a classi
cal dance of equal importance. Unlike the devadasis, the tawaifs have
been successfully masked in the modern history of Kathak. It is only
recently that the contribution of the courtesan culture towards the
development of Hindustani music has been recognized. There are
now serious scholarly attempts to document and study the history of
courtesans. But even these have remained outside the dominant nar
rative of Kathak, in both India and abroad.
The discourse on new directions in Kathak continues to be obscured
by power structures that produce hegemonic definitions of tradition and
modernity—^upholding the old hierarchical ideologies of guru and gha-
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rana. The debates surrounding Bharatanatyam have grown and multi
plied from various perspectives, with multiple voices enriching the dis
course. The stories of Rukmini Devi and Balasaraswati, inhabiting two
different socio-political spaces, have produced both exciting and factionalizing discourse. The polarization of different groups has been
described as brahmans versus non-brahmans, middle class versus the
hereditary practitioner, Krishna Iyer versus Rukmini (see Meduri
2001); whereas within Kathak, a monolithic narrative of tradition and
genealogy has continued and now morphed into displays of celebrity
worship. The culture of celebrity in contemporary India has trans
formed the idea of guru and gharana into designer commodities and
brand names. As a result, the old order of hierarchical and consensu
al networks flourishes with new support from the private sector. The
networks function as an oligarchy despite the strong democratic
trends fostered by globalization and the consequent democratization
of the classical arts. I am reminded here of what Kumudini Lakhia
once said: ‘Can we not dance without sticking the label of a guru or
gharana on our foreheads? It took thirty long years and a lot of deter
mination to prove that change can be for the better, even within a
given framework’ (1997: 177).
Do we have an environment that is open to exchange and cross
fertilization of ideas and movement in Kathak? In taking stock, I am
disappointed to report that the international Kathak festival and con
ference held in Chicago in 2004 did not advance such a democratic
and modernist vision. I use what Lakhia has said about labelling to
question the framework of the three-day international Kathak festival
organized by the Anila Sinha Foundation in collaboration with the
International House of the University of Chicago and supported by
the Illinois Art Council. This was the first festival of its kind in the US,
where practitioners and academics gathered to reflect on the state of
Kathak today. The participants included the most renowned names in
Kathak such as Kumudini Lakhia, Birju Maharaj, Chitresh Das and
others. In the mix were academics such as Joan Erdman and Purnima
Shah. However, being an insider in the world of Kathak, I recognized
that apart from the gurus, the invited participants were mostly stu
dents of the gurus who were being celebrated—somehow the identity
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of the guru still formed the invisible marker of one’s identity as a
Kathak dancer. More importantly, the topics for panel discussion had
no relationship with the critical historical questions that have been
raised by scholars of Kathak in recent years. The theme of the festival
was unabashedly apolitical and disconnected from scholarly debates,
promoting an uncritical notion of tradition/parampara and heritage.
Kathak was frozen in an exotic. Orientalist past. Consider the com
ments made by a dance critic who was at the festival;

For three days I attended panel discussions, workshop classes
and evening performances were interspersed with catered
Indian food, quiet, thoughtful conversations between two or
more individuals and enlivened by laughter, bonhomie, and
an astonishing display of Indian textile versatility and
elegance in wearing apparel. While kurta and churidars
predominated the sartorial variety, the saris wafted one’s
imagination towards lost Mughal splendour. It seemed the
scenes of ragas and raginis on Indian miniatures sprang to life
in the midst of the mild fall days along Lake Michigan’s South
Shore (Renouf 2004).
The contemporary discourse on tradition in Kathak as a classical
art form cannot be outside the questions asked by a new generation of
academics and practitioners: ‘Whose tradition is inscribed in the clas
sical dances?’ ‘Whose heritage do we embody?’ The devadasi’s plight
in modern India has been topic of Ph.D. dissertations undertaken in
American universities and has fostered intellectual debates on the
invention of tradition, its appropriation by elites, nationalism and
j>ostcolonial identity. The tawaif has also been at the centre of such
historical changes in Kathak, but any discussion on this topic is usual
ly suppressed in celebrations of Kathak. The Chicago festival reflect
ed this acquiescence to the status quo in the world of Kathak. I have
included my views on it in this chapter not out of any personal ani
mosity but to open up a space for critical discourse. My intention here
is to counter an enforced notion of cultural homogeneity and consensus
in Kathak that produces an illusion of‘self-defined cultural space’.5
Hence, an unexamined classicism does not bind the Indian dance
and global networks. Nor is the flow of dancers and choreographers

TRADITION AND INNOVATION

unidirectional; that is, from the East to the West. Innovations and new
directions in Indian dance are now a part of the contemporary dance
movement in India and various parts of the globe. The close relation
ship between globalization and contemporary dance innovations is
marked by revolutions in communication networks and technology.
Thus, the cultural specificity of movement has become unmoored and
has combined with digital technology to form a new aesthetic medi
um. This is the dynamic intersection of multimedia and contemporary
dance. The Attakalari Festival of Movement Arts in Bangalore held in
2002 was an intercultural exchange for a new generation of artists who
are creating new definition's for dance: ‘The dynamic face of dance to
come is glimpsed through a trial piece by Erik of Denmark, working
with an ensemble of dance volunteers. As Ziegler fragments real time
images on an off-centre screen, the western club music sound and
postmodernist distorted dancing suddenly melds with five seconds of
classical Kathak by Birmingham based Anurekha Ghosh’ (De 2002).
On the one hand, Kathak continues to be uncritically centred on
past notions of guru and gharana; on the other, these concepts have
now transformed into commodities. They function like brand names
for commodity production—-just as contemporary dance often
inhabits a world of digital technology, installations and multimedia
extravaganza, where the very definition of dance is transformed into a
consumption of spectacle. Indian dance is now fully integrated into
the ‘Western art industrial complex’, where dance is abstracted from
its ethnographic context and moved to the autonomous realm of art.
As we lurch into the vortex of globalization, technological innovation
and cultural commodification, the questions I ask are: can dance inno
vation remain a creative force capable of forging new progressive
communities? Can the new aesthetic forms that emerge from cultural
mishmash and technological advancement connect us to lived experi
ences, cultural memory and ethical conduct in the world we live in
today? In this whirlwind of different goals and agendas, can we hope
for a complete democratization of art forms that can sustain both the
traditionalist and the modernist?
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Notes

1 Seoli Roy, a music composer and one-time Kathak dancer trained in
the Jaipur style, pointed this out to me. Roshan Kumari performed
this dance in the famous film Jalsaghar by Satyajit Ray.
2 Tagore founded Santiniketan or the Visva-Bharati University in
1921.
3 During my fieldwork, 1 was very refreshed by the atmosphere at
Kadamb, and the hospitality and open-minded approach of its mem
bers. The culture at this institution, unlike many other institutions 1
visited, was one of easy access and open-minded exchange.

4 Panghatlila, which revolves around Radha-Krishna chher-chhaar (flir
tation) on the banks of the river Jamuna, is a common theme for
Kathak abhinaya/J/iaos.
5 I am pleased to report a recent development in this context. A
Kathak festival and conference was held in California (2006) to
address some of these very issues. The conference, entitled ‘Kathak
at the Crossroads: Innovation within Tradition’, sent out an open call
for papers on two topics, one of which specifically addressed the
courtesan. The initiative was taken by the veteran Kathak maestro
Chitresh Das and his students in North America.

West Bengal State Music Academy, Calcutta.

(Top and centre)-. Workshops at Birla Academy, Calcutta, conducted by

Pandit Chitresh Das during the summer of 1997.

(Belo-w)-. Workshop at Padatik conducted by Pandit Birju Maharaj in
1997.

(Left)-. Sutapa Mondal, student at Nupur Dance Academy and (Right): Arundhuti Sen,
student at Padatik.

Perjurmer at a Kathak competition organized by Padatik in collubonilion with tPest Bengal

State Music Academy andAnamika Kala Sangam in 199’1.

‘Mahajibaner Pathe . Choreographed by Bandana Sen, 1998.

Bandana Sen at Swarthmore College, 2004.

‘Shravan . Choreographed by Kumudini Lakhia. Photograph courtesy Kadamb.

'Atah-Kim'. Choreographed by Kumudini Lakhia. Photograph courtesy Kadamb.

Kiimutlmi Lakliia (second from left) with the author
(second from right) at Kadamh.

Bela Am ah {centre) and Bandana Sen (right) at Rabindra Bharati University.

SUSTAINABLE PLURALISM

The unprecedented reach of the global market, the spread of mass

media and technological innovations during the last decade have
accelerated the hybridization of cultural forms with tremendous force.
As a result, the classical or traditional forms are now in turbulence.
The new emphasis on ‘production values’ has blurred the line between
culture and commodity. At the same time, many cultural critics believe
that the easy accessibility of classical forms due to democratization has
promoted mediocrity rather than artistic excellence. How can the rel
evance of classical dances be fostered in an environment where tradi
tion is not favoured over modernity, where pursuit of excellence is not
favoured over democracy and where cultural value is not favoured

over production value? Structural shifts and cultural changes are not new.
Kathak itself has been reinvented many times as it travelled from the
courts to the kothas, then to the national academies and, finally, to the
global market. But the urgency now lies in the pace of cultural change
driven by global flows and new rules of modern democratic politics.
These socio-economic changes are causing vital shifts in the ways Kathak
is taught and circulated among diverse audiences—resulting in signifi
cant changes in the aesthetics and politics of cultural production.
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The national academies in Delhi, the seat of state patronage of the clas
sical arts since Independence, have been under increasing scrutiny in

recent years for their lack of transparency and Delhi-centric practices
(see Singh 2005). The insidious nexus between artists and ministers is
well known in dance circuits. Many now consider the very cultural infra
structure of the government unviable in an economy dominated by the
market. There is no doubt that the older models of cultural transmis
sion through the institutions of guru-shishya parampara are now
somewhat invalid. The changing social relationship between students

and teachers is causing essential shifts in how culture as social learn
ing moves through generations. There is a growing need for new
thinking on how classical dance will be taught so that the integrity of
the form is retained while innovation is fostered. It is necessary now
for the traditional arts to enter educational institutions such as schools
and colleges with greater intensity and rigour, as part of the course
curriculum, so that they are not entirely dependent on the vagaries of

the market. This will also make the arts viable as professional careers
for the new generations—even when the practitioners cannot claim a
lineage or a gharana, or come from rich and influential families.
The conservationist views upheld by certain classical dance practi
tioners still claim the intrinsic superiority of the classical arts over other
popular practices. They claim that the classical arts will always be mean
ingful and valuable for a select few, the rasikas. But this elitist position is

not tenable in a modern democracy. On the other hand, if the classical
arts are no longer the conduits through which cultural knowledge is

passed on and perceptions are shaped for a diverse population, then
what is their cultural value? How can tradition be enjoyed only as a
museum piece or as an exotic relic of the past? In the present political
milieu, the conservationist position easily feeds into fundamentalist
views that reduce the rich complexity of Indian dances into a single
aesthetic and ideological narrative—the hierarchical, hegemonic,
brahmanical one. At the other extreme is a new generation of cultural

producers and consumers that is immersed in a media-saturated world
dominated by market-driven Bollywood numbers and MTV remixes.

SUSTAINABLE PLURALISM

Many feel that these new cultural trends are alienating the younger

generations from their cultural past.
In such a polarized context (although I am exaggerating the
polarization a little for the sake of argument), it is also difficult to find
the significance of the ‘new directions in India dance’ that began two
decades ago. The most talented and progressive practitioners of

Indian dance initiated this avant-garde dance movement that estab
lished the continuum between classical dance techniques and modern
sensibilities. However, these new directions continue to be confined
within the Indian elite and the international context. Moreover, the

narrative of ‘contemporary dance’ subsumes it within a more com
modity-oriented context. Contemporary dance, both in India and
elsewhere, has a more global and populist orientation without bound
aries, definitions, distinct idiom, technique or ideology; the quintes
sential postmodern pastiche. Interestingly, being contemporary often
equals a Westernized look, designer lighting and the creation of a spec

tacle. Will all cultural practices be co-opted and transformed beyond
recognition in this new phase of global capitalism that is dominated by
the preponderance of‘visualism’ associated with ‘commodity aesthetics’?
Since traditional forms have always evolved, should we completely reject
the conservationist position and wholeheartedly engage with the
hybrid forms of the world we live in now? Should we use traditional
techniques only as raw materials for Bombay films or contemporary
dance pieces? Do they have any other intrinsic value? Can they be
meaningful to a new generation of dancers and audiences as a way of
connecting to cultural memories, tradition, heritage and identity?
DANCE ANTHROPOLOGY

Although the study of dance is somewhat subjugated in the discipline of
anthropology in North America, dance is a vital aspect of culture, and
notions of culture, identity and history are being continually reinvented
through dance. Recent years, however, have seen a mounting interest in

dance emerge in the field of anthropology (for theories on dance
research, see Spencer 1985; William 1991; Thomas 1993). In fact, it
should be pointed out, that the interest in dance, culture and anthro-
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pology began as early as Franz Boas who argued that, like language,
dance cannot be viewed in terms of hierarchical evolutionary schemes
(m this context, Boas’s perspective on American-Indian language is
helpful). But a significant interest in dance/performance as a category
for cultural analysis emerged with the development of linguistics in the

1960s. As Drid William (1991) has pointed out, nearly all modern dance
researchers, whether in anthropology, ethnology or folklore, are closely
connected with the development of modern linguistics. Dell Hymes
(1962, 1971) based his ‘Ethnography of Speaking’ on enactments of
poetic forms. The enactment or the performative act was considered the

constitutive unit of expressive culture. Influenced by linguistic analysis,
Judith L. Hanna (1979), Anya P. Royce (1977) and Adrienna Kaeppler
(1991) based their study of dance on movement analysis and non-verbal

communication. Kaeppler (1991; 16) noted that ‘[The] aim of anthro
pological works is not simply to understand dance in its cultural context,
but rather to understand society through analyzing movement systems.’

Turner and Schechner reformulated the generic category of dance/the-

atre as performance studies’ to include non-Western ritual practices,
festivals and other events (see Lewis 1995). Turner brought the experi
ential dimension of performance in conversation with the observation
al codes of ritual. This performative model of culture shifted the focus

from cultural cohesion of symbols to a process of cultural contestation
and change.
Victor W. Turner (1987) argued that a theory of performance
should include spectacular and quotidian events, which he called
‘social processes’. However, in his works, he remained somewhat
restricted by locally bounded crises and resolution (Palmer and
Jankowiak 1996).! Stanley J. Tambiah (1985) explored ritual acts as

performances through the analogy of speech acts. Gregory Bateson
(1958), Victor W. Turner (1974), William O. Beeman (1993) and oth
ers focused on the ritual-performance paradigm in diverse ways to
analyse culture. Later, in arguing for a theory of social change, Alfred
Gell (1998) focused on intentionality and human agency to frame the
debate of structure and agency in terms of art as a ‘system of action’.

Cynthia Novack (1990) innovatively used anthropological ideas of
symbolic and process analysis to explore dance practices ranging from
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ballet to contact improvisation. Her works specifically drew out the

multi-referential nature of symbols whose meanings are contextdependent and inherently unstable. She also focused on the shared
cultural codes of symbolic meanings that are encoded not only in the
dance performance but also in the learning, teaching, creating,
performing and watching of dance—in short, in the entire symbolic

system of the cultural practice of dance. However, after the 1980s, a
significant paradigm shift occurred in dance anthropology as well as
in other fields of dance scholarship (Reed 1998). Susan A. Reed noted
that the most significant developments in dance anthropology came
from studies on the politics of dance and the relations between cul
ture, body and movement. These studies drew on theories ranging
from semiotics to postcolonial to poststructural and feminist theories

(ibid.: 505).
In the Indian context. Milton Singer in his well-known work When
a Great Tradition Modernizes (1972) conceptualized performances such
as prayers, rituals, recitations, rites, ceremonies and festivals as the
elementary constituents of culture and, therefore, the definitive units
of observation. These, he argued, included the realm of the secular
and the sacred, the religious and the artistic. Singer analysed cultural
performances as ‘cultural media’ that included various modes of co
mmunication such as the linguistic and the non-linguistic. Therefore,
every kind of performance, such as song, dance, drama and the
graphic and plastic arts, intersected to communicate and express the

gist of Indian culture.
Study of the different forms of cultural media in their social
and cultural contexts would . . . reveal them to be important
links in that cultural continuum which includes village and

town. Brahman and non-Brahman, north and south, the
modern mass media culture and the traditional folk and clas

sical cultures, the Little and Great Traditions (Singer 1972:

76-7, quoted in Turner 1987: 23).
For both Singer and Turner, cultural performances were means of
social reproduction and cultural change. But Singer’s model of culture,
much like that of Bateson’s and others proposing communication mod
els for performance, failed to account for the subjectivity of actors or
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to see them as social agents of change—a gap that Turner tried to
address with his notion of ‘liminality’. Nonetheless, these studies
remained somewhat limited in accounting for the political-economic
changes that were transforming traditional symbols and the new kind

of postcolonial criticism that was emerging in anthropology in terms
of the crisis of representation. One of the aims of this study has been
to shift the framework of classical Indian dance from exotic ‘rituals’
and ‘rites’ reflecting an Orientalist timeless tradition to its evolution in
terms of the relations of power in colonial and postcolonial India.
Thus, the study removed the cultural practice of dance ‘[f]rom the

realm of exotic custom, the festival, the ritual etc., into the center of
the historical problematic, or rather, to recognize that rituals and fes
tivals are sites in which larger and more dynamic fields of discourses,
larger and more powerful hegemonies are constituted, contested and
transformed’ (Dirks et al. 1994: 143).
BEYOND HEGEMONY

There is no doubt that culture—global or local—is now a core compo
nent of capitalist production. Therefore, despite the threat of cultural
homogenization or Americanization due to the impact of global capital
ism, all cultural products, including Kathak, have an increased circula

tion through global networks. In this mobile world of transnational
markets, media and capital, the field of anthropology, whose domain is
the understanding of culture, has repositioned itself from studying smallscale societies or homogeneous and harmonious national cultures to
studying cultural globalization. The older anthropological orientation
has been defined by Bernard S. Cohn thus: ‘Anthropologists of the fifties

were still working with the idea of culture as a bounded entity containing
elements, and with the space-into-time model of the folk-urban conti
nuum . . . Hence, the village was thought to be the locus of the authen
tic indigenous culture, now defined as the “traditional” ’ (1987: 27).

This trend continued with the advent of symbolic anthropology in
American universities in the 1960s. Cultures continued to be regard
ed as internally consistent, homogeneous and shared equally by all
members of society (Geertz 1973). This was established by focusing on
anthropological studies of ‘traditional societies’, which were consid-
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ered to change very slowly, if at all. But, with the focus shifting from
studying the ethnographic presence to historical depth in subsequent
years, the interconnectedness between cultures and their internal con
tradictions were revealed (Asad 1973; Wolf 1982; Fabian 1983).
Moreover, it was demonstrated that the timeless traditions were in
reality modern ‘inventions’ (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983) and that
nation-states were ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson 1983). With the
increased penetration of capital after the end of the cold war, the idea
of the nation-state or bounded, homogeneous, national (traditional)

culture itself underwent serious rethinking. The master narratives of
national culture and national identity became contested terrains due
to the emergence of various types of under-represented or repressed
histories.. The groundbreaking work of Foucault (1977) highlighted
the unequal relations of power and knowledge that form the domi
nant discourse of history and culture. In Nation and Narration, Homi
Bhaba observed that: ‘For the nation, as form of cultural elaboration
(in the Gramscian sense) is an agency of ambivalent narration that
holds culture at its most productive position, as a force of subordina

tion, fracturing, diffusing, reproducing, as much as producing, creat

ing, forcing, guiding’ (1990: 32).
In the postcolonial context, culture forms the core component of
establishing discourses of difference (Appadurai 1997: 12-13). The
politics of cultural production around the redefinition of Gramscian
hegemony has been an important epistemological shift in recent
anthropological theory that has brought it closer to disciplines such as
culture studies and postcolonial studies. The concept of hegemony has

emancipated the notion of culture from the strict boundaries of a sys
tem or super-structure to a process of complex experiences, relation

ships and activities between different social classes or groups (Williams
1977). Hegemony operates in the domain of public life, which
Gramsci called civil society, where the active contestation and legit
imization of hegemony takes place (Eley 1994). Thus, the role of hege
mony in the public sphere (or civil society) is central to analysing the

processes of socio-cultural change.
The theoretical framework of public modernity (Appadurai and
Breckenridge 1995) and its link to hegemony (Williams 1977; Eley
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1994) provided the analytical grounding for this study on classical
dance, culture and identity, Appadurai and others like Ulf Hannerz

(1989) have recently shifted the debate from the borders of the nation
to the emergence of fluid national boundaries or transnationalism.
Appadurai introduced the idea of deterritorialization in his quest for
an understanding of global modernity. This has meant that the tradi
tional anthropological objects of bounded or homogeneous cultural
groups or territories are no longer available due to technological
change and global capitalism. The transnational cultural flows of
human traffic, multinational corporations, electronic information and
media, etc. have disrupted the past objects of anthropological analy
sis. This fluid and flexible understanding of contemporary modernity
is located in the domain of ‘public culture’ or ‘public modernity’. India’s
entry into this new global modernity is linked to changes in global cap

ital flows and economic reforms. Thus, ‘public modernity’ reflects the
contemporary character of public culture in India, which includes the
complex intersections and contradictions between national sites and
transnational cultural processes.

Thus national culture seeks to co-opt and redefine more local,
regional, or folk cultural forms. Commercial culture (especially

in the cinema, television, and the audio industry) seeks to
popularize classical forms. Mass cultural forms seek to co-opt
folk idioms. This zone of contestation and mutual cannibal
ization—in which national, mass, and folk culture provide
both mill and grist for one another—is the very heart of public
modernity in India (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1995: 50).
In order to situate Kathak within these multiple sites of cultural
‘contestation and cannibalization’, I have analysed it as an embedded
cultural practice that is national, local and global, modern and tradi

tional, that shapes women’s subjectivities and is shaped by them.
Using many lenses, I have explored Kathak and women’s identity
within the intersecting and uneven spaces of public culture in con
temporary India, where the past categories of classical, folk and pop
ular forms are being reinvented. I have shown that the high culture of
classical Kathak, which is being democratized and commodified in an
unprecedented way, is a significant site for examining socio-cultural
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change. The work has deviated from the scholarly work on Indian
dance emerging out of dance as art context that is mostly concerned

with avant-garde creativity and individual history, or that in anthro

pology is analysed in terms of symbolic expressions of exotic customs
and rituals. Although the new discipline of ‘dance studies’ is more
receptive to discourses of power and politics in dance, it is largely
focused on abstracted choreographic analysis where issues of political
economy are generally masked. I have argued that both these
approaches are inadequate for a comprehensive understanding of the

history and evolution of South Asian dance forms.
I have focused on the politics of dance in relation to nationalism,
globalization, localization and issues of class and gender.2 i have
shown that as middle-class, non-elite women embraced Kathak as
their own, the interacting forces of nationalism, regionalism, class,
market and media combined to relocate the dance from high culture
to a zone of cultural mediation. Today, Kathak (like other classical
dance forms) functions as a rich site for the negotiation of cultural and
gender identity by these women. This work has built on the emerging
critical body of work on the relationship between traditional cultural

practices like classical Indian dance, and history, gender and power
(among others, see Marglin 1985; Srinivasan 1985; Coorlawala 1994;
Meduri 1996, O’Shea 1998). However, this work breaks from past
research by locating the practice of classical Kathak not in terms of
‘high culture’, involving only the privileged in society, nor as the prac
tice of the subaltern devadasis as has been done in the past. Instead,
it represents the larger majority of women dancers whose active par
ticipation in the world of classical Kathak, in various capacities, keeps
the dance alive. Thus, ethnographic insights from the local context of

dancers and dance schools contextualize the quotidian aspects of dance
practice. I have analysed the embodied experiential dimensions of

Kathak practice by locating it within the concepts of riyaz and rasa. I
have used my own experience of learning Kathak in Calcutta, along
with the voices of local dancers, to explore the relevance of these tradi
tional concepts in the contemporary context. I have shown how
women’s identities are constituted within an uneven terrain of public

modernity that includes the idealized symbols of tradition, the glamour
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of fashion shows and Bombay films, and the day-to-day material reality
of earning a living. My conversations with these women revealed how
deeply media images of dance and culture form part of their subjectiv
ity as dancers, and how they simultaneously manipulate these diverse
images to maintain an autonomous sense of local identity and selfhood.
Although the book explores the practice of Kathak simultaneously
as a local, national and international practice, it has only included a
select number of local, national and diaspora dancers. Moreover, the
ethnography is limited in its scope of engaging in a multi-sited field
work, which is gaining prominence in current anthropology (Marcus
and Fisher 1986). A more extended focus on media and dance can open
up new avenues for undertaking such a prcject. This is critical because
the significance of the impact of mass media on the status of classical

cultural forms remains understudied (for transformation and popular
ization of North Indian classical music, see Manuel 1991). The explo

sion of mass media in recent times, including the emergence of cable
television in India, has played an important role in disrupting the hege

monic diffusion of classical dance within only a limited cross-section. In
this respect, reception studies can be useful in enlarging the context for
studying cultural practices and identity formation (see Mankekar 1993).
Perhaps a further reconceptualization of the 'ethnographic perspective’
is needed to accommodate the various sources of production, circulation

and reception of cultural forms. A shift of focus from performers or
artists to consumers of performance culture could help to enlarge the
context of identity formation that includes many voices and many per
formative settings. This book, with its focus on diverse practitioners of
Kathak dance (who are teachers, students and consumers), is a step in
that direction.

I have traced the history of Kathak dance from the tradition of
North Indian courtesans and, subsequently, the tradition of nautch in
nineteenth-century Calcutta. By situating the dance within the
‘debased culture’ of Bengal, this work has departed from the domi
nant view of Kathak as the timeless tradition of the brahman kathakas.
Consequently, the study has also eschewed the over-determined cate

gory of ‘caste’ that is routinely employed in the context of India
(Dissanayake 1996). In the case of Kathak, it helps to link the dance
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ahistorically to the brahman kathaka caste (see Chapter 2). I have
argued that the Kathak dance we know today was popularized by
nautch dancers, from whom the dance was first appropriated by the
brahman gurus and then by the bourgeois nationalist elite during the
dance revival movement of the 1930s (for an elaboration of this per
spective, see Walker 2004). Moreover, following the patriarchal

nationalist ideology, the dance was legitimized within the govern
ment academies as the legacy of brahman, male, gharanedar gurus.

New standards of dance evaluation and aesthetic appreciation set by
the Sangeet Natak Akademi emphasized the importance of tradi
tional gurus and parampara. To develop a consensus narrative for
Kathak dance and set the standards for its appreciation, various fes
tivals and seminars were organized by the Kathak Kendra in Delhi.
Chapter 3 offers a detailed account of how this hegemonic dissemina
tion was achieved and continues to be perpetuated by various state
machineries.
However, the main thrust of my work lies in examining the
democratization of Kathak within the context of ‘public modernity’
and the relocation of its popularity among the middle-class, provincial

women in urban and semi-urban areas. In short, I have argued that
the globalization of India’s public sphere has given rise to a hetero
geneity of voices that is refashioning Kathak in multiple ways. I have
narrated the stories of local women dancers who are active agents in
the process of that transformation. I have argued that the explosion of
electronic media due to the arrival of cable television, and the partic

ipation of a wide cross-section of dancers, including diaspora dancers,
in workshops and festivals have collectively disrupted the singular ide
ology of Kathak as the high culture of an authentic Indian or Hindu

identity. The erstwhile national-hegemonic domain of the public sphere
in India is now a fractured and contested terrain, where the forces of
globalization, market, regionalism, religion and patriarchy intersect.

The increasing involvement of multinational corporations in
patronizing classical dances such as Kathak has thrown into relief
another significant aspect of the negotiation between tradition and
modernity. Cable television channels like Sony now regularly feature
cosmopolitan cultural bonanzas like the Femina Miss India Contest or
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the Graviera Mr India Contest, where classical dancers enthral the
audience by their eclectic renditions of hybrid dance forms. The new
frontiers in Kathak now include ‘Kathamenco’, a fusion of Rathak and
Flamenco, or ‘Ka-Tap’, a fusion of Kathak and Tap, and other
East-West collaborations. Moreover, filmi dances or renditions of
Kathak in Bollywood movies such as Devdas have emerged as a new
cultural force to be reckoned with. Chapter 3 highlighted this culture
of commodification and Chapter 5 looked at the emergence in India

of ‘new directions in Indian dance’ pioneered by the fascinating chore
ographies of Kumudini Lakhia.
However, the commodification of classical culture in the context of
cultural globalization or internationalism has not been entirely anti
thetical to the past nationalist ideology of ‘timeless Indian tradition’.
The Kathak Mahotsav in Delhi, the (now defunct) Antiquity Festival in
Calcutta and the Khajuraho Festival in Madhya Pradesh, among innu
merable others, continue to reinforce the elite classicism of Kathak
and other classical dance styles. The complex intersection of the mar
ket with the brahmanical patriarchal ideology of the classical arts is

clearly displayed in these festivals, highlighting the commodification
of cultural values. Moreover, I have illustrated (in Chapter 3) how the
discourse on tradition and modernity lends itself to multiple re-imag

inings of the nation. This is also reflected in regional expressions of
globalization in local contexts. I cited two examples from recent
Kathak productions by Calcutta-based groups to underscore this
point. One was the visual extravaganza by Padatik called Ramkatha
Ramkahani, choreographed and directed by the Jalans, and the other
a low-budget production by Nupur titled Mahajibaner Rathe, choreo
graphed by Bandana Sen. The former claimed to recontextualize
Kathak by making it modern and relevant, but I have argued that it did
so by recasting Rama, the Hindu epic hero, as the modern nation

builder of a Hindi-Hindu Hindustan. The latter, on the other hand,
transformed the historical figure of Subhas Bose, the nationalist from
Bengal, into the mythic symbol of ‘Netaji’ within a discourse of region
al chauvinism. Both, however, articulated the primacy of the national
narrative, even within the context of global forces. Geeta Kapur echoes
this bewildering intersection of modernism, nationalism and tradition:
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Instead of internationalism, then, there is in India the double
discourse of nationalism and modernism. It is a generative
discourse, and when projected outward it becomes a four-part
equation: nationalism recalls the category of tradition; mod
ernism always implies internationalism. The four-part equa
tion further enables one to confront the question of tradition
(or ‘invented traditions’ that ensue during nationalism) with
current, internationalism (or globalism) and its appropriative
techniques (1991: 2804).
Another significant aspect of the book is its focus on local, Bengali

middle-class and lower-middle-class dancers for exploring the shap
ing of their subjectivities within this changing context. The book doc
uments the spread of Kathak via various regional state machineries
like the Eastern Zonal Cultural Centre, the Rajya Sangeet Akademi
(West Bengal State Music Academy) and other cultural organizations

through dance workshops, competitions and scholarships for middle
class and lower-middle-class young women. A large section of these
dancers are commuters to Calcutta and live in various parts of Bengal.
Their participation in the political economy of Kathak in the metro
politan centre keeps it alive in the city. I have represented in Chapter
4 the voices of these women as teachers, students, professionals and
artists who are engaged in rearticulating Kathak dance in contempo
rary society. The narratives of the dancers’ self-perception that I have
woven include the embodied perceptions of the rasa theory and a par
ticular understanding of South Asian women’s subjectivity. Following

Oldenburg (1991) and Kumar (1994), I have argued that women
become agents and try to resist the rigid structures of patriarchy
through their partial alignment and conformity with it. I have argued

that in spite of their marginalization as Kathak dancers in the nation
al and international context, these women were empowered by the
dance in local contexts, even when situated far away from the limelight
of high culture. This need to reformulate women as subjects and
agents has been echoed in many feminist quarters. Wimal Dissanayake
notes the importance of recovering subjects as agents:
The recuperation of human agency, then, has both theoretical
interests and practical political consequences of great import.
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What is urgently needed is a theory of agency that recognizes
that agents are shaped irreducibly by social and cultural dis
courses and that they have the potentiality to clear cultural
spaces from which they could act in accordance with their
desires and intentionalities (1996: xvi).
One of these alternative contexts, I have argued, is the home base
where dance classes serve as liminal spaces between the private and
public spheres and offer many local dancers, functioning within the
patriarchal structure of Kathak dance and domesticity, the critical
edge to find new meanings as teachers and students of Kathak. For
many professional, working-class women, their knowledge of Kathak

allows them to harbour dreams of glamorous careers as famous
dancers or, at least, of owning their own dance institutions. The eso
teric knowledge of Kathak functions as their social capital, which they
use to negotiate their identity as modern women. Another point that
I have grappled with constantly is the lack of an analytical category for
describing the majority of women I encountered in Kathak institu

tions, many of whom came from semi-urban areas. I have referred to
these women as ‘provincial middle-class and lower-middle-class
dancers’. They were neither from the subaltern class nor from the
English-speaking, bourgeois middle class. I doubt whether they will fit
the description of petite bourgeoisie (I refer here to Sarkar 1997;
Mayer 1975). But an important common factor was their training in
vernacular-medium schools and colleges. It is imperative to recognize
and legitimize the participation of these unsung dancers and their con

tributions to the continuing popularity of the classical culture. I have
argued that it is only then possible to expand the frontiers of classical

dance to encompass a more nuanced and diverse reality of modern life.
In concluding this examination of Kathak, women and modernity,
I must emphasize that the spread of mass media and modernization in
general have created spaces for openness and cultural syncretism that
were not present earlier. As the gharanas in Kathak have become less
significant, narratives of cultural tradition and authenticity have
become more accepting of the diversity within Kathak. One has just to
observe the diversity of Kathak styles that was presented in the
Khajuraho Festival in 2005 to prove this point. The multiplicity of na-
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rratives I have uncovered in this study has indicated that the manifold

roots, artistic lineages and regional affiliations of Kathak can no
longer be compressed into a singular, national narrative. Moreover,

traditional, classical and modern or contemporary do not signify the
same meaning across time, space and socio-economic groups. Thus,
while the term ‘classical’ is becoming somewhat redundant for the

Westernized elite in India, it continues to have deep resonance for
dancers in local schools. In this sense, classical (or neo-classical) is as
contemporary as the most innovative works that are coming out of
India. Moreover, globalization and new networks do not work only for
the elite but have created new connections and opportunities for the
local provincial dancers who are now able to mediate global forces on
their own terms.
THE QUESTION OF VALUE

In conclusion, I would like to probe the meaning of cultural value as it
pertains to ethical and moral conduct. The economic, political and cul
tural transitions are inevitably connected to moral transitions in society.
As classical Indian dance becomes fully integrated with the marketplace
of global consumer goods, dancing bodies once again emei^e as the
embattled site for questions on ethical and moral conduct.
The question of ethics is integral to the moral ideologies of a cul
ture. ‘Culture’ always includes questions of identity and difference,
and cultural identity is always linked to a past and a tradition. Thus,
human behaviour is linked to moral and ethical conduct that arises

from a culture-specific tradition. Many of our cultural values are ori

ented consciously or unconsciously to the past. These values arise
from negotiating a correlation between our present and past. It is no
surprise, then, that the arguments that rage in certain quarters of clas
sical Indian dance are about traditional values and acceptable norms.
How much can the classical forms be altered to foster innovation?
How can one experiment with them and yet be respectful of tradition?
What about cultural appropriation of specific traditions for creating

an artefact? What is the connection between formal innovation and
ideological transformation? Although there are myriad ways in which

these themes are negotiated in the world of dance, I specifically focus

185

186

PALLABI CHAKRAVORTY

here on the recent controversy on costumes involving the Sutra
dancers of Malaysia, as it was a collective, self-reflexive moment that
highlighted some of these questions. My knowledge of this event is
based on the postings on the Narthaki website (www.narthaki.com), an

innovative cyber forum for dancers and lovers of Indian dance forms.
Created by Anita Ratnam, a television personality and a contemporary
dancer/choreographer, the website itself is a testimony to the global
circulation of Indian dances in the transnational public sphere.
Although the topic of the controversy might seem superficial for such

weighty issues, the costume problem was no small matter for it was
steeped in discourses of authenticity and (mis)representation. The
larger question that emerged from the controversy was related to the
issue of moral authority. Who has the authority to represent the Odissi
tradition in contemporary times? Let me explain.
The controversy began when some cultural pandits, including
dance critics, were offended by the lack of odhani on the Sutra dancers
in a concert in Orissa and was launched against Ramli Ibrahim, a
reputed choreographer and the director of Sutra, who was visiting

India with his Odissi dance company from Malaysia. Ibrahim indicat
ed that not draping an odhani on his female dancers was his aesthet
ic choice—it displayed the lines of the dance form better on the bod
ies of the dancers. Moreover, he said that he was merely following the
Odissi tradition, which he claimed is ambivalent on the use of the
odhani. He and his supporters cited the example of Indrani Rahman

(a famous Odissi dancer who had settled in the US) as an exemplary
figure who also chose to shed the odhani. I followed the articles and
conversations that spawned out of this apparently trivial issue as it cat
apulted to serious deliberations on authentic representation and
moral conduct (see www.narthaki.com, October 2005, for the post

ings). The issue became even more potent because Ibrahim is not
Indian; to make matters worse, he is a Muslim practising a Hindu

dance style. Although there were many voices that supported the Sutra
dancers and their choice of not wearing the odhani, the main point of
the controversy was about preserving and respecting traditional val
ues’ and representing these values through Indian dance. The absence
of the odhani revealed the torsos and pierced belly buttons of the
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young female dancers, an image that was perhaps too close to the
seductive images of Bollywood dances and perhaps even reminiscent
of the maharis or devadasis belonging to the Odissi tradition. On both

counts, this overt display of sexuality was (according to some) morally
reprehensible.
The example of the odhani controversy cannot be abstracted from
the specific value of the tradition of Odissi in Indian culture. This
value is not dependent only on a moral value that is expressed
through an ideology of tradition (however outdated or static it might
be), but is also constituted through politics and morality shaped by the

signifying practices of a material culture that is in perpetual transition.
Human beings are in the end social beings who intermingle and
exchange ideas and goods both independently and in groups. From

an anthropological perspective, Christopher Tilley notes: ‘It might be
said that the primary significance of material culture is not its prag
matic use-value, but its significative exchange value’ (1994: 70). The
exchange value of classical Indian dance is then connected to the
political economy of a material context. Tradition, in this materialistic
understanding, is about its entry into capitalist processes of exchange.

It marks the interdependence of cultural ideology and the process of
commodification. Cultural innovation and its global circulation are
major dimensions of this interdependence. Fred Myers and Lea
McChesney (2005) analyse the aesthetic of ‘visualism’ in late capital
ism in connection with the globalization and commodification of
indigenous art.

Myers and McChesney (2005) explain that a significant phase of
modernization of cultural forms entails decontexualizing these forms
from the original contexts so that their formal features can belong to
an autonomous domain of art. This autonomous sphere is associated
with modern aesthetic appreciation, which separates the sites of pro
duction from the sites of consumption, thereby creating different
frameworks of meaning and value. Much of this modern artistic value
was established (as charted in this work) during the movement of tra
ditional dance forms from the court or temple to the concert stage.
However, as I have shown in Chapter 3, the earlier patronage system
by the national and local governments is breaking down as dance

187

SUSTAINABLE PLURALISM

The unprecedented reach of the global market, the spread of mass

media and technological innovations during the last decade have
accelerated the hybridization of cultural forms with tremendous force.
As a result, the classical or traditional forms are now in turbulence.
The new emphasis on ‘production values’ has blurred the line between
culture and commodity. At the same time, many cultural critics believe
that the easy accessibility of classical forms due to democratization has
promoted mediocrity rather than artistic excellence. How can the rel
evance of classical dances be fostered in an environment where tradi
tion is not favoured over modernity, where pursuit of excellence is not
favoured over democracy and where cultural value is not favoured

over production value? Structural shifts and cultural changes are not new.
Kathak itself has been reinvented many times as it travelled from the
courts to the kothas, then to the national academies and, finally, to the
global market. But the urgency now lies in the pace of cultural change
driven by global flows and new rules of modern democratic politics.
These socio-economic changes are causing vital shifts in the ways Kathak
is taught and circulated among diverse audiences—resulting in signifi
cant changes in the aesthetics and politics of cultural production.
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The national academies in Delhi, the seat of state patronage of the clas
sical arts since Independence, have been under increasing scrutiny in

recent years for their lack of transparency and Delhi-centric practices
(see Singh 2005). The insidious nexus between artists and ministers is
well known in dance circuits. Many now consider the very cultural infra
structure of the government unviable in an economy dominated by the
market. There is no doubt that the older models of cultural transmis
sion through the institutions of guru-shishya parampara are now
somewhat invalid. The changing social relationship between students

and teachers is causing essential shifts in how culture as social learn
ing moves through generations. There is a growing need for new
thinking on how classical dance will be taught so that the integrity of
the form is retained while innovation is fostered. It is necessary now
for the traditional arts to enter educational institutions such as schools
and colleges with greater intensity and rigour, as part of the course
curriculum, so that they are not entirely dependent on the vagaries of

the market. This will also make the arts viable as professional careers
for the new generations—even when the practitioners cannot claim a
lineage or a gharana, or come from rich and influential families.
The conservationist views upheld by certain classical dance practi
tioners still claim the intrinsic superiority of the classical arts over other
popular practices. They claim that the classical arts will always be mean
ingful and valuable for a select few, the rasikas. But this elitist position is

not tenable in a modern democracy. On the other hand, if the classical
arts are no longer the conduits through which cultural knowledge is

passed on and perceptions are shaped for a diverse population, then
what is their cultural value? How can tradition be enjoyed only as a
museum piece or as an exotic relic of the past? In the present political
milieu, the conservationist position easily feeds into fundamentalist
views that reduce the rich complexity of Indian dances into a single
aesthetic and ideological narrative—the hierarchical, hegemonic,
brahmanical one. At the other extreme is a new generation of cultural

producers and consumers that is immersed in a media-saturated world
dominated by market-driven Bollywood numbers and MTV remixes.
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Many feel that these new cultural trends are alienating the younger

generations from their cultural past.
In such a polarized context (although I am exaggerating the
polarization a little for the sake of argument), it is also difficult to find
the significance of the ‘new directions in India dance’ that began two
decades ago. The most talented and progressive practitioners of

Indian dance initiated this avant-garde dance movement that estab
lished the continuum between classical dance techniques and modern
sensibilities. However, these new directions continue to be confined
within the Indian elite and the international context. Moreover, the

narrative of ‘contemporary dance’ subsumes it within a more com
modity-oriented context. Contemporary dance, both in India and
elsewhere, has a more global and populist orientation without bound
aries, definitions, distinct idiom, technique or ideology; the quintes
sential postmodern pastiche. Interestingly, being contemporary often
equals a Westernized look, designer lighting and the creation of a spec

tacle. Will all cultural practices be co-opted and transformed beyond
recognition in this new phase of global capitalism that is dominated by
the preponderance of‘visualism’ associated with ‘commodity aesthetics’?
Since traditional forms have always evolved, should we completely reject
the conservationist position and wholeheartedly engage with the
hybrid forms of the world we live in now? Should we use traditional
techniques only as raw materials for Bombay films or contemporary
dance pieces? Do they have any other intrinsic value? Can they be
meaningful to a new generation of dancers and audiences as a way of
connecting to cultural memories, tradition, heritage and identity?
DANCE ANTHROPOLOGY

Although the study of dance is somewhat subjugated in the discipline of
anthropology in North America, dance is a vital aspect of culture, and
notions of culture, identity and history are being continually reinvented
through dance. Recent years, however, have seen a mounting interest in

dance emerge in the field of anthropology (for theories on dance
research, see Spencer 1985; William 1991; Thomas 1993). In fact, it
should be pointed out, that the interest in dance, culture and anthro-
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pology began as early as Franz Boas who argued that, like language,
dance cannot be viewed in terms of hierarchical evolutionary schemes
(m this context, Boas’s perspective on American-Indian language is
helpful). But a significant interest in dance/performance as a category
for cultural analysis emerged with the development of linguistics in the

1960s. As Drid William (1991) has pointed out, nearly all modern dance
researchers, whether in anthropology, ethnology or folklore, are closely
connected with the development of modern linguistics. Dell Hymes
(1962, 1971) based his ‘Ethnography of Speaking’ on enactments of
poetic forms. The enactment or the performative act was considered the

constitutive unit of expressive culture. Influenced by linguistic analysis,
Judith L. Hanna (1979), Anya P. Royce (1977) and Adrienna Kaeppler
(1991) based their study of dance on movement analysis and non-verbal

communication. Kaeppler (1991; 16) noted that ‘[The] aim of anthro
pological works is not simply to understand dance in its cultural context,
but rather to understand society through analyzing movement systems.’

Turner and Schechner reformulated the generic category of dance/the-

atre as performance studies’ to include non-Western ritual practices,
festivals and other events (see Lewis 1995). Turner brought the experi
ential dimension of performance in conversation with the observation
al codes of ritual. This performative model of culture shifted the focus

from cultural cohesion of symbols to a process of cultural contestation
and change.
Victor W. Turner (1987) argued that a theory of performance
should include spectacular and quotidian events, which he called
‘social processes’. However, in his works, he remained somewhat
restricted by locally bounded crises and resolution (Palmer and
Jankowiak 1996).! Stanley J. Tambiah (1985) explored ritual acts as

performances through the analogy of speech acts. Gregory Bateson
(1958), Victor W. Turner (1974), William O. Beeman (1993) and oth
ers focused on the ritual-performance paradigm in diverse ways to
analyse culture. Later, in arguing for a theory of social change, Alfred
Gell (1998) focused on intentionality and human agency to frame the
debate of structure and agency in terms of art as a ‘system of action’.

Cynthia Novack (1990) innovatively used anthropological ideas of
symbolic and process analysis to explore dance practices ranging from
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ballet to contact improvisation. Her works specifically drew out the

multi-referential nature of symbols whose meanings are contextdependent and inherently unstable. She also focused on the shared
cultural codes of symbolic meanings that are encoded not only in the
dance performance but also in the learning, teaching, creating,
performing and watching of dance—in short, in the entire symbolic

system of the cultural practice of dance. However, after the 1980s, a
significant paradigm shift occurred in dance anthropology as well as
in other fields of dance scholarship (Reed 1998). Susan A. Reed noted
that the most significant developments in dance anthropology came
from studies on the politics of dance and the relations between cul
ture, body and movement. These studies drew on theories ranging
from semiotics to postcolonial to poststructural and feminist theories

(ibid.: 505).
In the Indian context. Milton Singer in his well-known work When
a Great Tradition Modernizes (1972) conceptualized performances such
as prayers, rituals, recitations, rites, ceremonies and festivals as the
elementary constituents of culture and, therefore, the definitive units
of observation. These, he argued, included the realm of the secular
and the sacred, the religious and the artistic. Singer analysed cultural
performances as ‘cultural media’ that included various modes of co
mmunication such as the linguistic and the non-linguistic. Therefore,
every kind of performance, such as song, dance, drama and the
graphic and plastic arts, intersected to communicate and express the

gist of Indian culture.
Study of the different forms of cultural media in their social
and cultural contexts would . . . reveal them to be important
links in that cultural continuum which includes village and

town. Brahman and non-Brahman, north and south, the
modern mass media culture and the traditional folk and clas

sical cultures, the Little and Great Traditions (Singer 1972:

76-7, quoted in Turner 1987: 23).
For both Singer and Turner, cultural performances were means of
social reproduction and cultural change. But Singer’s model of culture,
much like that of Bateson’s and others proposing communication mod
els for performance, failed to account for the subjectivity of actors or
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to see them as social agents of change—a gap that Turner tried to
address with his notion of ‘liminality’. Nonetheless, these studies
remained somewhat limited in accounting for the political-economic
changes that were transforming traditional symbols and the new kind

of postcolonial criticism that was emerging in anthropology in terms
of the crisis of representation. One of the aims of this study has been
to shift the framework of classical Indian dance from exotic ‘rituals’
and ‘rites’ reflecting an Orientalist timeless tradition to its evolution in
terms of the relations of power in colonial and postcolonial India.
Thus, the study removed the cultural practice of dance ‘[f]rom the

realm of exotic custom, the festival, the ritual etc., into the center of
the historical problematic, or rather, to recognize that rituals and fes
tivals are sites in which larger and more dynamic fields of discourses,
larger and more powerful hegemonies are constituted, contested and
transformed’ (Dirks et al. 1994: 143).
BEYOND HEGEMONY

There is no doubt that culture—global or local—is now a core compo
nent of capitalist production. Therefore, despite the threat of cultural
homogenization or Americanization due to the impact of global capital
ism, all cultural products, including Kathak, have an increased circula

tion through global networks. In this mobile world of transnational
markets, media and capital, the field of anthropology, whose domain is
the understanding of culture, has repositioned itself from studying smallscale societies or homogeneous and harmonious national cultures to
studying cultural globalization. The older anthropological orientation
has been defined by Bernard S. Cohn thus: ‘Anthropologists of the fifties

were still working with the idea of culture as a bounded entity containing
elements, and with the space-into-time model of the folk-urban conti
nuum . . . Hence, the village was thought to be the locus of the authen
tic indigenous culture, now defined as the “traditional” ’ (1987: 27).

This trend continued with the advent of symbolic anthropology in
American universities in the 1960s. Cultures continued to be regard
ed as internally consistent, homogeneous and shared equally by all
members of society (Geertz 1973). This was established by focusing on
anthropological studies of ‘traditional societies’, which were consid-
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ered to change very slowly, if at all. But, with the focus shifting from
studying the ethnographic presence to historical depth in subsequent
years, the interconnectedness between cultures and their internal con
tradictions were revealed (Asad 1973; Wolf 1982; Fabian 1983).
Moreover, it was demonstrated that the timeless traditions were in
reality modern ‘inventions’ (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983) and that
nation-states were ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson 1983). With the
increased penetration of capital after the end of the cold war, the idea
of the nation-state or bounded, homogeneous, national (traditional)

culture itself underwent serious rethinking. The master narratives of
national culture and national identity became contested terrains due
to the emergence of various types of under-represented or repressed
histories.. The groundbreaking work of Foucault (1977) highlighted
the unequal relations of power and knowledge that form the domi
nant discourse of history and culture. In Nation and Narration, Homi
Bhaba observed that: ‘For the nation, as form of cultural elaboration
(in the Gramscian sense) is an agency of ambivalent narration that
holds culture at its most productive position, as a force of subordina

tion, fracturing, diffusing, reproducing, as much as producing, creat

ing, forcing, guiding’ (1990: 32).
In the postcolonial context, culture forms the core component of
establishing discourses of difference (Appadurai 1997: 12-13). The
politics of cultural production around the redefinition of Gramscian
hegemony has been an important epistemological shift in recent
anthropological theory that has brought it closer to disciplines such as
culture studies and postcolonial studies. The concept of hegemony has

emancipated the notion of culture from the strict boundaries of a sys
tem or super-structure to a process of complex experiences, relation

ships and activities between different social classes or groups (Williams
1977). Hegemony operates in the domain of public life, which
Gramsci called civil society, where the active contestation and legit
imization of hegemony takes place (Eley 1994). Thus, the role of hege
mony in the public sphere (or civil society) is central to analysing the

processes of socio-cultural change.
The theoretical framework of public modernity (Appadurai and
Breckenridge 1995) and its link to hegemony (Williams 1977; Eley
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1994) provided the analytical grounding for this study on classical
dance, culture and identity, Appadurai and others like Ulf Hannerz

(1989) have recently shifted the debate from the borders of the nation
to the emergence of fluid national boundaries or transnationalism.
Appadurai introduced the idea of deterritorialization in his quest for
an understanding of global modernity. This has meant that the tradi
tional anthropological objects of bounded or homogeneous cultural
groups or territories are no longer available due to technological
change and global capitalism. The transnational cultural flows of
human traffic, multinational corporations, electronic information and
media, etc. have disrupted the past objects of anthropological analy
sis. This fluid and flexible understanding of contemporary modernity
is located in the domain of ‘public culture’ or ‘public modernity’. India’s
entry into this new global modernity is linked to changes in global cap

ital flows and economic reforms. Thus, ‘public modernity’ reflects the
contemporary character of public culture in India, which includes the
complex intersections and contradictions between national sites and
transnational cultural processes.

Thus national culture seeks to co-opt and redefine more local,
regional, or folk cultural forms. Commercial culture (especially

in the cinema, television, and the audio industry) seeks to
popularize classical forms. Mass cultural forms seek to co-opt
folk idioms. This zone of contestation and mutual cannibal
ization—in which national, mass, and folk culture provide
both mill and grist for one another—is the very heart of public
modernity in India (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1995: 50).
In order to situate Kathak within these multiple sites of cultural
‘contestation and cannibalization’, I have analysed it as an embedded
cultural practice that is national, local and global, modern and tradi

tional, that shapes women’s subjectivities and is shaped by them.
Using many lenses, I have explored Kathak and women’s identity
within the intersecting and uneven spaces of public culture in con
temporary India, where the past categories of classical, folk and pop
ular forms are being reinvented. I have shown that the high culture of
classical Kathak, which is being democratized and commodified in an
unprecedented way, is a significant site for examining socio-cultural
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change. The work has deviated from the scholarly work on Indian
dance emerging out of dance as art context that is mostly concerned

with avant-garde creativity and individual history, or that in anthro

pology is analysed in terms of symbolic expressions of exotic customs
and rituals. Although the new discipline of ‘dance studies’ is more
receptive to discourses of power and politics in dance, it is largely
focused on abstracted choreographic analysis where issues of political
economy are generally masked. I have argued that both these
approaches are inadequate for a comprehensive understanding of the

history and evolution of South Asian dance forms.
I have focused on the politics of dance in relation to nationalism,
globalization, localization and issues of class and gender.2 i have
shown that as middle-class, non-elite women embraced Kathak as
their own, the interacting forces of nationalism, regionalism, class,
market and media combined to relocate the dance from high culture
to a zone of cultural mediation. Today, Kathak (like other classical
dance forms) functions as a rich site for the negotiation of cultural and
gender identity by these women. This work has built on the emerging
critical body of work on the relationship between traditional cultural

practices like classical Indian dance, and history, gender and power
(among others, see Marglin 1985; Srinivasan 1985; Coorlawala 1994;
Meduri 1996, O’Shea 1998). However, this work breaks from past
research by locating the practice of classical Kathak not in terms of
‘high culture’, involving only the privileged in society, nor as the prac
tice of the subaltern devadasis as has been done in the past. Instead,
it represents the larger majority of women dancers whose active par
ticipation in the world of classical Kathak, in various capacities, keeps
the dance alive. Thus, ethnographic insights from the local context of

dancers and dance schools contextualize the quotidian aspects of dance
practice. I have analysed the embodied experiential dimensions of

Kathak practice by locating it within the concepts of riyaz and rasa. I
have used my own experience of learning Kathak in Calcutta, along
with the voices of local dancers, to explore the relevance of these tradi
tional concepts in the contemporary context. I have shown how
women’s identities are constituted within an uneven terrain of public

modernity that includes the idealized symbols of tradition, the glamour
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of fashion shows and Bombay films, and the day-to-day material reality
of earning a living. My conversations with these women revealed how
deeply media images of dance and culture form part of their subjectiv
ity as dancers, and how they simultaneously manipulate these diverse
images to maintain an autonomous sense of local identity and selfhood.
Although the book explores the practice of Kathak simultaneously
as a local, national and international practice, it has only included a
select number of local, national and diaspora dancers. Moreover, the
ethnography is limited in its scope of engaging in a multi-sited field
work, which is gaining prominence in current anthropology (Marcus
and Fisher 1986). A more extended focus on media and dance can open
up new avenues for undertaking such a prcject. This is critical because
the significance of the impact of mass media on the status of classical

cultural forms remains understudied (for transformation and popular
ization of North Indian classical music, see Manuel 1991). The explo

sion of mass media in recent times, including the emergence of cable
television in India, has played an important role in disrupting the hege

monic diffusion of classical dance within only a limited cross-section. In
this respect, reception studies can be useful in enlarging the context for
studying cultural practices and identity formation (see Mankekar 1993).
Perhaps a further reconceptualization of the 'ethnographic perspective’
is needed to accommodate the various sources of production, circulation

and reception of cultural forms. A shift of focus from performers or
artists to consumers of performance culture could help to enlarge the
context of identity formation that includes many voices and many per
formative settings. This book, with its focus on diverse practitioners of
Kathak dance (who are teachers, students and consumers), is a step in
that direction.

I have traced the history of Kathak dance from the tradition of
North Indian courtesans and, subsequently, the tradition of nautch in
nineteenth-century Calcutta. By situating the dance within the
‘debased culture’ of Bengal, this work has departed from the domi
nant view of Kathak as the timeless tradition of the brahman kathakas.
Consequently, the study has also eschewed the over-determined cate

gory of ‘caste’ that is routinely employed in the context of India
(Dissanayake 1996). In the case of Kathak, it helps to link the dance
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ahistorically to the brahman kathaka caste (see Chapter 2). I have
argued that the Kathak dance we know today was popularized by
nautch dancers, from whom the dance was first appropriated by the
brahman gurus and then by the bourgeois nationalist elite during the
dance revival movement of the 1930s (for an elaboration of this per
spective, see Walker 2004). Moreover, following the patriarchal

nationalist ideology, the dance was legitimized within the govern
ment academies as the legacy of brahman, male, gharanedar gurus.

New standards of dance evaluation and aesthetic appreciation set by
the Sangeet Natak Akademi emphasized the importance of tradi
tional gurus and parampara. To develop a consensus narrative for
Kathak dance and set the standards for its appreciation, various fes
tivals and seminars were organized by the Kathak Kendra in Delhi.
Chapter 3 offers a detailed account of how this hegemonic dissemina
tion was achieved and continues to be perpetuated by various state
machineries.
However, the main thrust of my work lies in examining the
democratization of Kathak within the context of ‘public modernity’
and the relocation of its popularity among the middle-class, provincial

women in urban and semi-urban areas. In short, I have argued that
the globalization of India’s public sphere has given rise to a hetero
geneity of voices that is refashioning Kathak in multiple ways. I have
narrated the stories of local women dancers who are active agents in
the process of that transformation. I have argued that the explosion of
electronic media due to the arrival of cable television, and the partic

ipation of a wide cross-section of dancers, including diaspora dancers,
in workshops and festivals have collectively disrupted the singular ide
ology of Kathak as the high culture of an authentic Indian or Hindu

identity. The erstwhile national-hegemonic domain of the public sphere
in India is now a fractured and contested terrain, where the forces of
globalization, market, regionalism, religion and patriarchy intersect.

The increasing involvement of multinational corporations in
patronizing classical dances such as Kathak has thrown into relief
another significant aspect of the negotiation between tradition and
modernity. Cable television channels like Sony now regularly feature
cosmopolitan cultural bonanzas like the Femina Miss India Contest or
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the Graviera Mr India Contest, where classical dancers enthral the
audience by their eclectic renditions of hybrid dance forms. The new
frontiers in Kathak now include ‘Kathamenco’, a fusion of Rathak and
Flamenco, or ‘Ka-Tap’, a fusion of Kathak and Tap, and other
East-West collaborations. Moreover, filmi dances or renditions of
Kathak in Bollywood movies such as Devdas have emerged as a new
cultural force to be reckoned with. Chapter 3 highlighted this culture
of commodification and Chapter 5 looked at the emergence in India

of ‘new directions in Indian dance’ pioneered by the fascinating chore
ographies of Kumudini Lakhia.
However, the commodification of classical culture in the context of
cultural globalization or internationalism has not been entirely anti
thetical to the past nationalist ideology of ‘timeless Indian tradition’.
The Kathak Mahotsav in Delhi, the (now defunct) Antiquity Festival in
Calcutta and the Khajuraho Festival in Madhya Pradesh, among innu
merable others, continue to reinforce the elite classicism of Kathak
and other classical dance styles. The complex intersection of the mar
ket with the brahmanical patriarchal ideology of the classical arts is

clearly displayed in these festivals, highlighting the commodification
of cultural values. Moreover, I have illustrated (in Chapter 3) how the
discourse on tradition and modernity lends itself to multiple re-imag

inings of the nation. This is also reflected in regional expressions of
globalization in local contexts. I cited two examples from recent
Kathak productions by Calcutta-based groups to underscore this
point. One was the visual extravaganza by Padatik called Ramkatha
Ramkahani, choreographed and directed by the Jalans, and the other
a low-budget production by Nupur titled Mahajibaner Rathe, choreo
graphed by Bandana Sen. The former claimed to recontextualize
Kathak by making it modern and relevant, but I have argued that it did
so by recasting Rama, the Hindu epic hero, as the modern nation

builder of a Hindi-Hindu Hindustan. The latter, on the other hand,
transformed the historical figure of Subhas Bose, the nationalist from
Bengal, into the mythic symbol of ‘Netaji’ within a discourse of region
al chauvinism. Both, however, articulated the primacy of the national
narrative, even within the context of global forces. Geeta Kapur echoes
this bewildering intersection of modernism, nationalism and tradition:
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Instead of internationalism, then, there is in India the double
discourse of nationalism and modernism. It is a generative
discourse, and when projected outward it becomes a four-part
equation: nationalism recalls the category of tradition; mod
ernism always implies internationalism. The four-part equa
tion further enables one to confront the question of tradition
(or ‘invented traditions’ that ensue during nationalism) with
current, internationalism (or globalism) and its appropriative
techniques (1991: 2804).
Another significant aspect of the book is its focus on local, Bengali

middle-class and lower-middle-class dancers for exploring the shap
ing of their subjectivities within this changing context. The book doc
uments the spread of Kathak via various regional state machineries
like the Eastern Zonal Cultural Centre, the Rajya Sangeet Akademi
(West Bengal State Music Academy) and other cultural organizations

through dance workshops, competitions and scholarships for middle
class and lower-middle-class young women. A large section of these
dancers are commuters to Calcutta and live in various parts of Bengal.
Their participation in the political economy of Kathak in the metro
politan centre keeps it alive in the city. I have represented in Chapter
4 the voices of these women as teachers, students, professionals and
artists who are engaged in rearticulating Kathak dance in contempo
rary society. The narratives of the dancers’ self-perception that I have
woven include the embodied perceptions of the rasa theory and a par
ticular understanding of South Asian women’s subjectivity. Following

Oldenburg (1991) and Kumar (1994), I have argued that women
become agents and try to resist the rigid structures of patriarchy
through their partial alignment and conformity with it. I have argued

that in spite of their marginalization as Kathak dancers in the nation
al and international context, these women were empowered by the
dance in local contexts, even when situated far away from the limelight
of high culture. This need to reformulate women as subjects and
agents has been echoed in many feminist quarters. Wimal Dissanayake
notes the importance of recovering subjects as agents:
The recuperation of human agency, then, has both theoretical
interests and practical political consequences of great import.
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What is urgently needed is a theory of agency that recognizes
that agents are shaped irreducibly by social and cultural dis
courses and that they have the potentiality to clear cultural
spaces from which they could act in accordance with their
desires and intentionalities (1996: xvi).
One of these alternative contexts, I have argued, is the home base
where dance classes serve as liminal spaces between the private and
public spheres and offer many local dancers, functioning within the
patriarchal structure of Kathak dance and domesticity, the critical
edge to find new meanings as teachers and students of Kathak. For
many professional, working-class women, their knowledge of Kathak

allows them to harbour dreams of glamorous careers as famous
dancers or, at least, of owning their own dance institutions. The eso
teric knowledge of Kathak functions as their social capital, which they
use to negotiate their identity as modern women. Another point that
I have grappled with constantly is the lack of an analytical category for
describing the majority of women I encountered in Kathak institu

tions, many of whom came from semi-urban areas. I have referred to
these women as ‘provincial middle-class and lower-middle-class
dancers’. They were neither from the subaltern class nor from the
English-speaking, bourgeois middle class. I doubt whether they will fit
the description of petite bourgeoisie (I refer here to Sarkar 1997;
Mayer 1975). But an important common factor was their training in
vernacular-medium schools and colleges. It is imperative to recognize
and legitimize the participation of these unsung dancers and their con

tributions to the continuing popularity of the classical culture. I have
argued that it is only then possible to expand the frontiers of classical

dance to encompass a more nuanced and diverse reality of modern life.
In concluding this examination of Kathak, women and modernity,
I must emphasize that the spread of mass media and modernization in
general have created spaces for openness and cultural syncretism that
were not present earlier. As the gharanas in Kathak have become less
significant, narratives of cultural tradition and authenticity have
become more accepting of the diversity within Kathak. One has just to
observe the diversity of Kathak styles that was presented in the
Khajuraho Festival in 2005 to prove this point. The multiplicity of na-

r
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rratives I have uncovered in this study has indicated that the manifold

roots, artistic lineages and regional affiliations of Kathak can no
longer be compressed into a singular, national narrative. Moreover,

traditional, classical and modern or contemporary do not signify the
same meaning across time, space and socio-economic groups. Thus,
while the term ‘classical’ is becoming somewhat redundant for the

Westernized elite in India, it continues to have deep resonance for
dancers in local schools. In this sense, classical (or neo-classical) is as
contemporary as the most innovative works that are coming out of
India. Moreover, globalization and new networks do not work only for
the elite but have created new connections and opportunities for the
local provincial dancers who are now able to mediate global forces on
their own terms.
THE QUESTION OF VALUE

In conclusion, I would like to probe the meaning of cultural value as it
pertains to ethical and moral conduct. The economic, political and cul
tural transitions are inevitably connected to moral transitions in society.
As classical Indian dance becomes fully integrated with the marketplace
of global consumer goods, dancing bodies once again emei^e as the
embattled site for questions on ethical and moral conduct.
The question of ethics is integral to the moral ideologies of a cul
ture. ‘Culture’ always includes questions of identity and difference,
and cultural identity is always linked to a past and a tradition. Thus,
human behaviour is linked to moral and ethical conduct that arises

from a culture-specific tradition. Many of our cultural values are ori

ented consciously or unconsciously to the past. These values arise
from negotiating a correlation between our present and past. It is no
surprise, then, that the arguments that rage in certain quarters of clas
sical Indian dance are about traditional values and acceptable norms.
How much can the classical forms be altered to foster innovation?
How can one experiment with them and yet be respectful of tradition?
What about cultural appropriation of specific traditions for creating

an artefact? What is the connection between formal innovation and
ideological transformation? Although there are myriad ways in which

these themes are negotiated in the world of dance, I specifically focus
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here on the recent controversy on costumes involving the Sutra
dancers of Malaysia, as it was a collective, self-reflexive moment that
highlighted some of these questions. My knowledge of this event is
based on the postings on the Narthaki website (www.narthaki.com), an

innovative cyber forum for dancers and lovers of Indian dance forms.
Created by Anita Ratnam, a television personality and a contemporary
dancer/choreographer, the website itself is a testimony to the global
circulation of Indian dances in the transnational public sphere.
Although the topic of the controversy might seem superficial for such

weighty issues, the costume problem was no small matter for it was
steeped in discourses of authenticity and (mis)representation. The
larger question that emerged from the controversy was related to the
issue of moral authority. Who has the authority to represent the Odissi
tradition in contemporary times? Let me explain.
The controversy began when some cultural pandits, including
dance critics, were offended by the lack of odhani on the Sutra dancers
in a concert in Orissa and was launched against Ramli Ibrahim, a
reputed choreographer and the director of Sutra, who was visiting

India with his Odissi dance company from Malaysia. Ibrahim indicat
ed that not draping an odhani on his female dancers was his aesthet
ic choice—it displayed the lines of the dance form better on the bod
ies of the dancers. Moreover, he said that he was merely following the
Odissi tradition, which he claimed is ambivalent on the use of the
odhani. He and his supporters cited the example of Indrani Rahman

(a famous Odissi dancer who had settled in the US) as an exemplary
figure who also chose to shed the odhani. I followed the articles and
conversations that spawned out of this apparently trivial issue as it cat
apulted to serious deliberations on authentic representation and
moral conduct (see www.narthaki.com, October 2005, for the post

ings). The issue became even more potent because Ibrahim is not
Indian; to make matters worse, he is a Muslim practising a Hindu

dance style. Although there were many voices that supported the Sutra
dancers and their choice of not wearing the odhani, the main point of
the controversy was about preserving and respecting traditional val
ues’ and representing these values through Indian dance. The absence
of the odhani revealed the torsos and pierced belly buttons of the
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young female dancers, an image that was perhaps too close to the
seductive images of Bollywood dances and perhaps even reminiscent
of the maharis or devadasis belonging to the Odissi tradition. On both

counts, this overt display of sexuality was (according to some) morally
reprehensible.
The example of the odhani controversy cannot be abstracted from
the specific value of the tradition of Odissi in Indian culture. This
value is not dependent only on a moral value that is expressed
through an ideology of tradition (however outdated or static it might
be), but is also constituted through politics and morality shaped by the

signifying practices of a material culture that is in perpetual transition.
Human beings are in the end social beings who intermingle and
exchange ideas and goods both independently and in groups. From

an anthropological perspective, Christopher Tilley notes: ‘It might be
said that the primary significance of material culture is not its prag
matic use-value, but its significative exchange value’ (1994: 70). The
exchange value of classical Indian dance is then connected to the
political economy of a material context. Tradition, in this materialistic
understanding, is about its entry into capitalist processes of exchange.

It marks the interdependence of cultural ideology and the process of
commodification. Cultural innovation and its global circulation are
major dimensions of this interdependence. Fred Myers and Lea
McChesney (2005) analyse the aesthetic of ‘visualism’ in late capital
ism in connection with the globalization and commodification of
indigenous art.

Myers and McChesney (2005) explain that a significant phase of
modernization of cultural forms entails decontexualizing these forms
from the original contexts so that their formal features can belong to
an autonomous domain of art. This autonomous sphere is associated
with modern aesthetic appreciation, which separates the sites of pro
duction from the sites of consumption, thereby creating different
frameworks of meaning and value. Much of this modern artistic value
was established (as charted in this work) during the movement of tra
ditional dance forms from the court or temple to the concert stage.
However, as I have shown in Chapter 3, the earlier patronage system
by the national and local governments is breaking down as dance
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becomes fully integrated with the international market. This, as

expressed by James Clifford and others, is linked to the neoliberal
value of a ‘Western art industrial complex’. In this modernist tradi
tion, many argue that ‘visualism’ is the most celebrated aesthetic
value. Myers and McChesney (2005) discuss how the development of
visual sensibility among audiences is a critical function of artists and
art critics. Following their argument, we see that much of dance writ
ing involves an abstraction of dance forms from their local and
ethnographic contexts in ways that privilege the visual. After all, cho

reography is about designing space into images and spectacles. The
transformation of dancers and dance-makers as artists and choreogra

phers is also a significant aspect of this process of meaning-making
and commodification. This process abstracts the individual from com
plex, interpersonal networks and relationships and bestows upon it a
status of uniqueness and novelty. In this way, the dancer or dance
maker is transformed into an artist or a choreographer. The higher
the accessibility to market networks, the better the artist is connected
to elite and/or global consumers. The aura of artistic reputation thus
created makes the artist worthy of aesthetic attention. The establish
ment of the historical lineage of the choreographer/artist is also
important in legitimizing the work. The work of dance critics, impre
sarios, event organizers, as well as scholars has been equally important
in this process of commodity production. Writings on dance now
appear in magazines, tourist brochures and catalogues, coffee-table
books and advertisements, as well as scholarly investigations such as
this. Hence, mediation of knowledge is not only an important aspect of
legitimizing Indian dances as autonomous art forms but is key to build

ing an audience with certain aesthetic sensibilities. In this sense, Ramli
Ibrahim is representative of the cosmopolitan choreographer who now
inhabits the global stage. For him, aesthetic appreciation of Odissi cho
reography entails emphasizing the formal lines for visual appeal on a
concert stage. The negative response to him and his work by some of
the cultural pandits in Orissa is therefore more about clinging to false
notions of ownership of tradition, when tradition itself can no longer be
abstracted from the processes of modernization and globalization.
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Although we find that in all aspects of culture the rationale of con
sumerism emerges as the driving force in the world today, it does not
automatically mean cultural homogenization or Westernization. We
find that cultural distinctions persist. However, in today’s political cli
mate, a distinct cultural identity is often equated with religious-funda
mentalist identity and frequently considered the only oppositional

ideology that has the moral ground to combat market forces. Marshall
Sahlins (1976) argues that culture is not merely perpetuated from the
rational activity of individuals for maximizing profit but individuals
mediate their material reality according to a meaningful scheme of
their own devising. This is the symbolic realm of their activity, which
is always open-ended and dependent on shared and accumulated
knowledge, objectives and capabilities. And it is this realm of culture
that is so difficult to define.
Historically, rational ideas are usually associated with Western
intellectual traditions such as the Enlightenment or Liberalism, and
non-Western cultures are often contrasted with them to signify

uncritical tradition. As Amartya Sen has observed:

Different cultures are thus interpreted in ways that reinforce
the political conviction that Western civilization is somehow
the main, perhaps the only, source of rationalistic and liberal
ideas—among them analytical scrutiny, open debate, political
tolerance and agreement to differ. The West is seen, in effect,
as having exclusive access to the values that lie at the founda
tion of rational reasoning, science and evidence, liberty and
tolerance, and of course rights and justice (2005: 285).

Sen gives several examples from India’s heterodox traditions—
Tantrism to Sufism, Ashoka to Akbar, Gandhi to Tagore—to show

that reasoned thinking
fabric. Although Indian
does so according to a
which is not outside the

has been integral to India’s civilizational
society must aspire to material progress, it
unique symbolic and meaningful scheme,
reach of reason. But this form of reasoning

is not merely based on the rationalism derived from Western liberal
ideas. Tradition need not be positioned as non-Western, exotic or
irrational to have authenticity or value, but can be a springboard for
reasoned, ethical conduct that fosters human diversity in all forms
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and hues. Let us imagine that Indian dance and tradition can foster
values that can sustain such a humane world. When culture itself has
come to mean dynamism, creativity, fluidity, difference and com
modity production, the process of socio-cultural change must
encompass the idea of ‘sustainable pluralism’ for various dance
forms and their practitioners to prosper in various contexts. Thus,
ethical culture must encompass new opportunities and deeper com
mitments from cultural institutions—both local and global—and

new opportunities for the inclusion of marginalized voices, enabling
them to fully participate in all forms of cultural production as both
producers and consumers.

Notes
1 In this context, Rustom Bharucha (1990) forcefully argues that, for
looking at non-Western societies, the anthropology of performance
espoused in the West abstracts rituaVperformance from its original
context and the larger socio-political processes.
2 Philip B. Zarilli’s work on Kalarippayattu (1995) is significant here
for its discussion on the changing relationship between the body and
its practices, knowledge, power and agency, within the context of
‘public culture’.
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